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ABTTF presented its study on the
“Appointed Imams Law” problem to the
attention of international community

Federation of Western Thrace
Turks in Europe (ABTTF) pre-
sented its study on the "Ap-
pointed Imams Law"” problem
to the attention of internati-
onal community. Accordingly,
the new law envisages appo-
intment of 240 imams to ser-
ve under the authorities of
appointed muftis in mosques
as civil servants.

After the adoption of the
law 3536/2007 in February
2007, the problem emerged
as a committee consisting of
5 Christian members was no-
minated to choose all of the
imams who are to serve in
mosques. ABTTF clearly figu-
red out the problem under the
framework of Western Thrace
Turkish minority’s freedom of
religion and conscience in the
study of "Appointed Imams
Law”. The new law obviously
violates not only the principle
of Lausanne Treaty that says
“the minority managesitsown
religious institutions”, but also
the right to freedom of religi-
on and conscience. Further-
more, during the preparation
phase of the law, Greek state
did not conduct any dialogue
with and ask for the opinion
of the minority at all.

Study on violation
of freedom of reli-
gion and conscience
was submitted to the
attention of internati-
onal community

To attract the attention of
international community to
the violation of freedom of
religion and conscience of the
Turkish minority of Western
Thrace, the study prepared by
ABTTF was submitted to the
attention of Mirek Topolanek,
Prime Minister of the Czech
Republic, EU Rotating Presi-
dency, Jose Manuel Barroso,
President of the EU Commis-
sion, Hans Gert-Péttering,
President of the European
Parliament, Terry Davis, Sec-
retary General of the Council
of Europe, Navanethem Pillay,
United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights and
Knut Vollebaek, OSCE High
Commissioner on National
Minorities and all the political
groups in the European Par-
liament. The regarding study
was also submitted to the at-

tention of the religious gro-
ups, their leaders, churches
and all political parties in Gre-
ece and of Vatikan and Pope
Benedict XVI.

With regard to the study on
the "Appointed Imams Law"”
problem, Halit Habipoglu sta-
ted that “ABTTF works hard
to attract the attention of in-
ternational community to the
problems of the Turkish mino-
rity of Western Thrace, and
continues its studies systema-
tically with the aim of making
the international community
aware of the human rights vi-
olations in Greece, and unfair
and unjust implementations
against the minority. The suc-
cess of ABTTF lays in the syste-
matic and multi dimensional
strategy rather than rigid and
repetitious strategies”.
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Report on Greece by
UN independent expert on minority
Issues Gay McDougall

Gay McDougall, United Nati-
ons independent expert on
minority issues, who visited
Greece from 8 to 16 Septem-
ber 2008, published a report
on the minorities in Greece.
Considering the stance and
articulation, the report pre-
sents the ideas of the related
parties in a very objective
way, which strengthens its
importance.

In the report, McDougall ur-
ges the Greek Government
to withdraw from the dis-

pute over whether there is a
Macedonian or a Turkish mi-
nority on its territory and fo-
cus on protecting the rights
to self-identification, free-
dom of expression and free-
dom of association of those
communities. Furthermore,
it is stated in the report that
minorities are constituent
groups fully within the Gre-
ek society, not a foreign
element, and determination
of a group as minority is a
matter of objective facts and
exercise of the right of self-
identification by persons be-
longing to the group.

Turkish Minority and
its problems

In the report, McDougall
states by using the term of
“Western Thrace” that most

of the members of the Mus-
lim minority wish to be re-
cognized as Turks with their
ethnic Turkish identity.

Regarding the freedom of
association, McDougall re-
fers to the European Council
of Human Rights’ judgments
with regard to Xanthi Turkish
Union and the Cultural Asso-
ciation of Turkish Women of
the Region of Rodopi.

While McDougall men-
tions the claim of Gre-
ece that since (appo-
inted) Muftis exercise
under Sharia Law judici-
al functions relating to
family and inheritance
issues, they must be ap-
pointed by the State, she
reflects in the report the
statements of the mino-
rity members that they
elect their own Muftis

and demand official recogni-
tion of the elected Muftis.

Regarding education, McDo-
ugall states that in bilingual
kindergartens, children will
be able to better improve
their Turkish and Greek lan-
guage skills, thus in the fu-
ture having more chance to
choose between minority
schools and public schools.

As for the chance of minority
members to become civil ser-
vants, McDougall tells that
nobody could become a high
rank civil servant in Western
Thrace due to confidence
problems between the mino-
rity and Greek authorities.

Expressing his views, Halit
Habipoglu, President of the
Federation of Western Thra-
ce Turks in Europe (ABTTF),
stated that “McDougall ref-
lects to a great extent the
problems of the Turkish mi-
nority in the report, except
the issue of Article 19. The
report obviously shows the
necessity that Greece should
change its minority policy
towards the Turkish minority
of Western Thrace.”
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ABTTF carried the problem of
“Appointed Imams Law” to the
United Nations’ agenda

Federation of Western Thra-
ce Turks in Europe (ABTTF)
submitted a written state-
ment entitled “The Freedom
of Religion and Conscien-
ce of the Turkish Minority
in Western Thrace (Greece)
and the Problem of the Law
of ‘Appointed’ Imams” to
the 10th Session of the Uni-
ted Nations Human Rights
Council from 2 to 27 March
2009 in Geneva.

Greece clearly
violates the freedom
of religion and
conscience of the
Turkish Minority

ABTTF carried the “Appoin-

ted Imams” problem to the
agenda of the United Nati-
ons. After the adoption of
the law 3536/2007 in Febru-
ary 2007, the problem emer-
ged as a committee consis-
ting of five Christians was
nominated to choose all of
the imams who are to serve
as public servants in mosqu-
es. In the written statement,
it is stated that the law vi-
olated the principle of Lau-
sanne Treaty that says “the
Minority manages its own
religious institutions”.

In the written statement,
ABTTF demands full guaran-
tee for the maintenancesand
protection of Western Thra-
ce Turkish minority’s rights
to manage and control its

own religious institutions.
Meanwhile, it is underlined
in the release that altho-
ugh the Greek State pays
the salaries of the Orthodox
Church ecclesiastics, it does
not have the authorization
to appoint those ecclesias-
tics. Thus, it
is an obvious
violation of
freedom  of
religion when
the Greek sta-
te appoints

Imams and
Muftis.

ABTTF de-
mands the im-
mediate  sus-
pension of the
regarding. In

the written statement, it
is mentioned that freedom
of religion and conscience
was guaranteed by interna-
tional treaties that Greece
was also a party to, by bila-
teral treaties between Tur-
key and Greece and by the
Greek constitution, and it is
called upon Greece to give
an end to the dichotomy,
not the coexistence with re-
gard to the post of muftis in
Western Thrace and to re-
cognize the Muftis elected
by the minority.

Expressing his views, Halit
Habipoglu, President of the
Federation of Western Thra-
ce Turks in Europe said, "We
call upon Greece to imme-
diately suspend the imple-
mentation of the regarding
law. We have mentioned
many times that we are for
the solution of the problem
in our country Greece rather
than before international
bodies. Yet, due to Greece’s
hesitancy to conduct dialo-
gue with the Minority, the
solution of the problems the
Minority faces becomes im-
possible”.
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The Council of Europe
Commissioner for Human Rights
published a report on human
rights of the minorities in Greece

Thomas Hammarberg, the Co-
uncil of Europe Commissioner
for Human Rights, published
on February gth a report on
human rights of the minoriti-
es in Greece. It is underlined
in the report that effective
protection of minority rights
is a fundamental pillar of plu-
ralist societies and Greece still
needs to make more and stre-
nuous efforts to ensure that
these rights are fully respec-
ted.

Greece must respect
minority rights

With regard to the characte-
ristics of the minorities in Gre-
ece, it is stated in the report
that according to the Greek
authorities, the minority po-
pulation numbers around 100
000 persons and consists of
three distinct groups, whose
members are of Turkish, Po-
mak or Roma origin, each rep-
resenting respectively 50%,
35% and 15% of this minority
population.

In the report, despite Gre-

ek authorities’ statements

about the right of each in-

dividual to identify him or

herself, Greek authorities’
visible reluctance about the
establishment of associati-
on with Turkish or Macedo-
nian names is underlined as
a serious concern. Further-
more, it is stated that some
Greek courts reject to regis-
ter some minority associati-
ons via some over-restrictive
practices.

Regarding the former Article
19 of the Greek Nationality
Code, the report urges Gre-
ek authorities to restore im-
mediately the nationality of
those minority members who
were denationalized under
the above mentioned provi-
sion.

It is stated in the report that
appointment of Muftis and
application of Sharia law ca-
uses  serious

disappoint-

ment and re-

action, adding

that Greece vi-

olates religious
rights. Furt-
hermore, it is
remarked that
the application
of the Sharia
Law in family
and inheritance
law matters by
Muftis who are
appointed by
the Greek state
is incompatible
with with Euro-

pean and international hu-
man rights standards.

With regard to the report
published by Thomas Ham-
marberg, the Council of Euro-
pe Commissioner for Human
Rights, Halit Habipoglu, Pre-
sident of Federation of Wes-
tern Thrace Turks in Europe
(ABTTF), stated that “The re-
port considers the minorities

that are classified as “other”
in Greece as a part of Euro-
pean family. In 2009, three
more reports on the minoriti-
es in Greece will be published
by the Council of Europe. Ho-
wever, the Greek state conti-
nues with its unfair minority
policy without taking the cla-
ims and demands of the mi-
nority into consideration”.
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The Xanthi Civil Court of First
Instance handled the file cla-
imed by the Xanthi Turkish
Union on 19th February 2009
to retrieve the previous legal
status of the Union as of be-
fore 1983. Ozan Ahmetoglu,
Chairman of the Xanthi Tur-
kish Union, members of the
Union’s executive board and
Western Thrace Turkish mi-
nority members participated
the hearing. Attorney Orhan
Haciibram represented the
Xanthi Turkish Union while
Attorney Anastasia Vasiliu,
member of the Greek State
Legal Consultancy represen-
ted the Greek side. The Xant-
hi Turkish Union demands
the annulment of the Xanthi
Civil Court of First Instance
verdict abolishing the Union
and to restore its previous le-
gal status.

The Association, which was
founded in 1927 under the
name of “House of the Tur-
kish Youth of Xanthi”, was
renamed as “Xanthi Turkish
Union” in 1936. The Union
was closed down in 1983 af-
ter Xanthi Governorship had
filed a petition to the Xanthi
Civil Court of First Instance to
suspend the activities of the
Union on the grounds that
there were no Turks in Wes-

Xanthi
Civil Court of First Instance handled
the case of
Xanthi Turkish Union

tern Thrace, thus the Union
was redundant and should
be disestablished. After re-
sorting to all the domestic
legal means, the Union app-
lied to the Euro-

pean Court of
Human Rights
(ECHR) in
July 2005. In
March 2008,
the ECHR
convicted the
Greek state
for violating
the Article 11
regulating the
freedom of asso-
ciation of the Eu-

ropean Conven-
tion on Human
Rights. Subsequ-

ently, the Greek
government dec-

lared that it wo-

uld appeal to the ECHR Grand
Chamber following the three
month deadline of objection
in July 2008. The ECHR Pre-
liminary Commission consis-
ting of 5 judges concluded
unanimously that verdict of
ECHR dated 27 March 2008 in
favor of Xanthi Turkish Union
legitimate and just.

Thrace Associations
Federation intervened
the case

The Thrace Associations Fe-
deration (Omospondia Tra-
kikon Silogon) based in Se-
lanik intervened in the case
against the Xanthi Turkish
Union. Yet, Union’s attorney

Orhan Haciibram stated that
the Thrace Association Fe-
deration did not exist at the
time of Xanthi Civil Court of
First Instance’s verdict on the
Xanthi Turkish Union, and
hence the Thrace Associati-
ons Federation did not have
any right to intervene in the
case. Haciibram reiterated
that the Greek state should
restore the previous legal
status of the Union.

Regardingthe case
of Xanthi Turkish
Union that is still
open at Xanthi
Civil Court of First
Instance, Halit Ha-
bipoglu, President
of the Federati-
on of Western
Thrace Turks
in Europe
(ABTTF),
stated that
“ECHR con-
victed Greece
for violating the
right to freedom
of association on March 27th
2008, yet the Union has not
regained its legal status as of
before 1983 although a con-
siderable amount of time has
passed. Similar to the Xant-
hi Turkish Union case, in the
report published by Thomas
Hammarberg, the Council of
Europe Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights, it is underlined
that Home of Macedonian
Civilization Association fo-
unded by the Macedonians
living in Florina region of
Greece has not been regis-
tered yet despite the verdict

of ECHR in 1998. Note that
the mentioned cases are ta-
king place in an EU member
country, Greece, the cradle
of civilization. Thus, we can
say without hesitation that
our country Greece is being
monitored closely by other
European countries. In the
report of Hammarberg, Gre-
ece is explicitly criticized with
regard to right to freedom of
association, adding that Gre-
ece has a lot to achieve regar-
ding human rights. Yet, we
think the solution is crystal
clear; the Xanthi Turkish Uni-
on will be opened with its
Turkish name and neither in
Thessaloniki based Thrace
Associations Federation nor
any other interference will
be to able to prevent it.”
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Comments of Yannis Valinakis,
Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs of Greece,
about Western Thrace Turkish minority

YannisValinakis, Vice-Minister
of Foreign Affairs of Gree-
ce, responded the motion of
Andreas Loverdos, PASOK's
person in charge for Foreign
Affairs, about the activities
of the Turkish Consulate in
Thrace. Valinakis stated that
Greece strictly implemented
“equal rights” and "equality
before law” principles for
all of her citizens in Western
Thrace, adding that that po-
licy was being implemented
in accordance with Lausanne
Treaty’'s related conditions.
Thus, Valinakis underlined
that rights of Western Thrace
Muslim minority were under
the guarantee of Greek state.
In addition, Valinakis told that
Greece laws involved special
executions in accordance with
European Convention on Hu-
man Rights and values of Eu-
ropean Union which were in
favor of Western Thrace Mus-
lim minority.

At his first response, Valikanis
stated that Muslim minority
members had the opportu-
nity to participate national
and local politics, speak their
mother language, and exerci-
se their religious duties. Furt-
hermore Valikanis added that

Greece had
a proved in-
tention to
put the de-
velopment
of Thrace re-
gion on top
of the pri-
orities list,
adding that
develop-
ment should
be achieved
regardless of cultural and
ethnic differences. Modern
European minority policy
which was purified from po-
litical intentions and some
radical elements was suppor-
ted and implemented by the
Greek government without
hesitation.

At his second response, Va-
likanis affirmed that Greece
treated and supported Mus-
lim minority in Thrace in equ-
al terms with other citizens.
“Nobody can take advantage
of problems and concerns of
Muslim minority. They live
with other Greek citizens in
peace and under equal con-
ditions. The Muslim minority
benefits from prosperity and
democratic values of Europe-
an Union similar to other EU
citizens” concluded Valikanis.

Habipoglu:
Talking about a
modern EU minority
policy is not
possible...

In response to statements of
Valikanis, Halit Habipoglu,

President of Federation of Western Thrace Turks in Europe,
said that “Statements of Valinakis about the activities of the
Turkish Consulate of Komotini do not reflect the truth. Cont-
rary to the claims of Valikanis, neither the Lausanne Treaty
nor any other policy that is in accordance with international
standards is being implemented in Thrace. Greek authorities
do not allow the ethnically rejected Turkish minority, to estab-
lish its own associations with “Turkish” name. Remember that
in March 2008, European Court of Human Rights convicted
Greece in the case of Turkish Union of Xanthi. Yet, suit filed
by the Turkish Union of Xanthi to gain its legitimacy will be
discussed on February 19th. Similar to the case of the Turkish
Union of Xanthi, the Cultural Association of Turkish Women of
the Region of Rodopi is not in the registered associations list
despite the verdict of European Court of Human Rights that
convicted Greece.”

Habipoglu also told that minority members had the right to
participate politics on national and local levels, yet 3% elec-
tion threshold made it impossible for the minority members
to represent their rights at the national level. “Turkish Mino-
rity members also have problems in exercising their religious
rights. New Foundation Law that regulates minority foundati-
ons’ management and “Promoted Imams Law” that was adop-
ted without counseling the minority members constitute the
main problematic areas. As for the minority education, Turkish
minority members still do not have their own kindergartens
despite the law that makes pre-school education obligatory.
Thus, insisting on the existence of a modern European type
minority policy will be naive. Reports prepared by Greek-
Helsinki Monitor and European Council clearly approve the
human rights violations against Western Thrace Turkish mino-
rity.” stated Habipoglu.
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Turkish Minority and Greece
In the U.S. 2008 Country Reports on
Human Rights Practices

U.S. Department of State released 2008 Country Reports on
Human Rights Practices on 25 February 2009. In Greece’s co-
untry report, it is stated that although Greece “generally”
respects the human rights of its citizens, many problems in
several areas including limits on the ability of ethnic minority
groups to self identify, discrimination and social exclusion of
ethnic minorities are mentioned.

Freedom of Association

It is mentioned in the report that the Greek government pro-
hibited associations that used the term “Turkish” in their na-
mes. Yet, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) ruled in
March 2008 that Greece was violating the freedom of associa-
tion of the Muslim Turkish minority by banning the Xanthi Tur-
kish Union founded in 1927. On top
of that ECHR also ruled against the
government’s refusal to register
the Cultural Association of Turkish
Women of Rodopi.

Freedom of Religion

As for the problem of Muftis, it is
stated in the report that the govern-
ment selects three “official” Muslim

religious leaders (muftis), and while a part of the commu-
nity accepts the officially “appointed muftis”, some Mus-
lims recognize two “elected” muftis, one in Xanthi and
one in Rodopi. Moreover, it is stated that the government
announced in February 2007 that it would hire 240 imams
as public employees in Thrace. Yet, views of the minority
about the issue are not unveiled in the report.

Stateless People

In the report, it is stated that as of 2007 year-end, there are
108 stateless persons in the country, and delays in proces-
sing applications for recovering citizenship are “excessive
and unjustified”.

Ethnic Minorities

It is stated in the report that while associations can not use
the term “Turkish” in their names due to State’s prohibition,
the minority members can identify themselves as “Turk”. One
interestingpointmen-
tioned in the report
is that to most eth-
nic Greeks, the words
“Turk” or “Turkish”
connote the Turkish
identity or loyalties,
and many ethnic Gre-
eks object to their
use by Greek citizens
of Turkish origin.
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Aris Spiliotopulos, who was
appointed as “Minister for
Education and Religious Af-
fairs” in January 2009, anno-
unced the Ministry’s initiation
for "dialog for education”.
According to the news of
Cemil Kabza from daily Gun-
dem, Spiliotopulos stated
that he was open the dialog
and any proposals aimed at
solving education problems.
According to the survey re-
lated with the new initiation
of the Ministry, 77.3% of the
participants stated that they
were in favor of radical chan-

Aris Spiliotopulos,
Minister of Education and Religious
Affairs, called for “dialog for education”

ges in primary school educa-
tion while 85% of the par-
ticipants believed that high
school education needed
serious transformations. Yet,
any statements regarding the
educational problems of the
Western Thrace Minority exis-
ted in the survey.

Mr. Spiliotopulos who was the
Minister of Tourism before his
post as the Minister of Edu-
cation and Religious Affairs,
had stated at a press confe-
rence that Turkey and Gree-
ce should forget the old bad
memories and give up the
fear fanaticism. “Turkey and
Greece should take our roles
together in the global world.
Some circles want to use hate
as a political tool and we sho-
uld not allow this to happen.
Our citizens want to live in
peace.” affirmed Spiliotopu-
los, signaling that he was a

ABTTF Newsletter

The News Bulletins published by ABTTF in four languages,
namely in Turkish, English, German and Greek will start its

fourth incoming year.

ABTTF News Bulletins, in which the current issues with
regard to the Western Thrace Turkish minority, the latest
occurrences in Western Thrace and in Greece, in particular
with regard to the minority issues and policies, international
activities and lobbying of ABTTF aimed at finding solutions
for the problems of the Turkish minority and information

on the activities of the Western Thrace Turkish associations
throughout Europe and the world are dealt with, are being
followed with great interest by Western Thrace Turks and by

large parts of the public.

To get more information on subscription to ABTTF News

Bulletin, please contact us.

representative of a new pa-
radigm for the Greek-Turkey
relations. Yet, it was a source
of concern for the Western
Thrace Turkish minority that
any statements regarding the
educational problems of the
Western Thrace Minority exis-
ted in the survey.

Education is one of the most
problematic areas for the
Western Thrace Turkish mino-
rity. Minority with a populati-
on of 150 thousand people in
the Western Thrace has an au-
tonomous structure that was
maintained by the Lausanne
Treaty and bilateral agree-
ments between Greek State
and Turkey.

Despite the recent impro-
vements in the educational
system of the Western Thrace,
system has some acute prob-
lems. For example, schedule

problem of Selanik Ozel Peda-
goji Akademi (Selanik Private
Pedagogy Academy) has not
been solved for years. On top
of that, a new law was adop-
ted recently which compels
1 year pre-school education
without any special treatment
to minority children. Thus,
it is a discriminatory act as it
does not take into account
the cultural differences of the
minorities.

Western Thrace Turkish mi-
nority wants to solve the
minority’s educational prob-
lems with the Greek State and
Ministry of Education in accor-
dancewith mutualrespectand
tolerance principles. ABTTF
invites Mr.Spiliotopulos, to
conduct dialog with the mi-
nority to solve the problems
under the framework of new
initiative of the Ministry “Dia-
log for Education”.
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