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Member of the Federal Union of European Nationalities (FUEN)

The issues of the Western Thrace Turks

were conveyed at the United Nations

The Federation of Western Thrace Turks in
Europe (ABTTF), which is in a special consulta-
tive status with the United Nations (UN) Econo-
mic and Social Council, representing the Turkish
community in Western Thrace attended the 87th
session of the UN Committee on the Eliminati-
on of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)
on 5-6 February 2024 in Geneva, Switzerland.
ABTTF International Relations Director Melek
Kirmaci Arik attended the session where Gree-
ce’s consideration was examined on 6 February
to the sessions which lasted for 3 weeks.

ABTTF attended the public non-governmental
organisations (NGO) information meeting orga-
nised by CEDAW, a group of 23 independent ex-
perts, on Monday, 5 February before the session
regarding Greece. In its speech at the meeting
regarding the combined eighth and ninth peri-

.
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odic reports submitted by Greece to CEDAW,
ABTTF explained the religious autonomy of the
Turkish community in Western Thrace, freedom
of association and the Turkish women’ access
to justice.

ABTTF indicated that the importance of the acti-
vities of NGOs established by women belonging
to minorities in the country was not mentioned
in the periodic reports submitted by Greece and
stated that Greece denied the Turkish identity of
the Turkish community in Western Thrace, clo-
sed down associations bearing the word “Tur-
kish” in their names, and rejected new registra-
tion applications.

Underlining that Greece has not executed the
three judgments of the European Court of Hu-
man Rights (ECtHR) regarding the three Turkish

CONTENTS

The issues of the Western Th-

race Turks were conveyed m

at the United Nations
Pages 1-2

We continue on our way with :
the same enthusiasm, determi- &
nation, and perseverance

Page 3

ABTTF attended the UN Forum
on Minority Issues

Page 4

The guest of the “Facts about
Our Country” programme was
Former UN Special Rapporteur
on Minority Issues Dr. Fernand
de Varennes Page 5

———

Parallel report from ABTTF ==
to the report of the Ministry of €

Education and Religious Affairs

Pages 6-7
Resolution from the European — .
Parliament on serious develop- . —
ments that threaten the rule of
law in Greece Page 9

Written contribution from
ABTTF to the 2024 Rule of
Law Report of the European
Commission Page 8

The Committee of Ministers of ==
the Council of Europe exami-

ned the Bekir-Ousta group of

cases Page 10

Response from the European
Commission to the question
for written answer regarding
the imposition of double-shift
schooling in the Xanthi Turkish
Minority Secondary and High
School Page 11

The hearing of the claim for
damages filed by ABTTF
against the newsbreak.gr news
website was held at a higher
court Page 12

ﬂ



associations within the Bekir-Ousta and Ot-
hers Group of Cases for approximately 16
years, ABTTF underlined that one of these
three associations is the Cultural Associati-
on of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture
of Rodopi which was established in 2001.

Furthermore, ABTTF noted that the regist-
ration application of another women’s as-
sociation, the Cultural Association of the
Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Xanthi,
was rejected in 2017, despite the ECtHR
judgments, and highlighted that the failure
to register these two women’s associations
prevents the cultural and social develop-
ment of not only Turkish women living in the
prefectures of Rodopi and Xanthi, but also
all women in the region.

ABTTF demanded CEDAW to call upon
Greece to restore the religious autonomy of
the Turkish community in Western Thrace
granted by the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne
and to ensure the recognition of its elected
muftis, to execute the ECtHR judgments
fully and immediately and register associati-
ons in full respect for freedom of association
of members of the Turkish community.

ABTTF followed the consideration of Gree-
ce, which lasted all day on Tuesday, 6 Feb-
ruary. The religious autonomy of the Turkish
community in Western Thrace and the tradi-
tional legal competencies of the muftis were
also brought to the agenda during the sessi-
on. In the informative meeting held with CE-
DAW members and NGOs, ABTTF pointed
out that the state’s intervention in the reli-
gious autonomy of the Turkish community
was a violation of their rights, that the state
established state control over the commu-
nity through religion, and that it did not do
this against any other recognised religion in
the country.

Answering the questions from the CEDAW
members, the Greek delegation reiterated
the official state thesis and claimed that the-
re was a Muslim minority in the country, not
a Turkish one.

Before the session, ABTTF was actively in-
volved in the review process with the paral-
lel report it prepared for the combined eighth
and ninth periodic reports submitted by Gre-
ece to CEDAW.
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We contfinue on our way with the
same enthusiasm, determination, and

Dear readers,

We are about to commemorate 29 January
Social Solidarity and National Resistance
Day.

It is the 36th anniversary of when we took
to the streets against those who denied our
existence, that is, our Turkishness, when
thousands of people in unison cried out

“We are Turks!”...

We were on the streets that day, we shou-
ted to the whole world that we are Turks.

Two years later, we were on the streets
again on the same day.

They closed the roads, we crossed the bar-
riers, we walked!

They massed police on the streets, we
were not afraid, we walked!

They attacked, we did not give up, we mar-
ched!

We all said in unison: we are here, we are
Turks!

The events of 29 January 1988 and 1990
were recorded in history.

36 years have passed since 1988.

What changed?

Unfortunately, nothing!

Nothing changed because those who go-
vern our country have no good will!

We didn’t give up, we won't!

Our march, which we started by taking to
the streets for our struggle, continues.

Our cause is the cause of justice!

We will march until we get our rights!

perseverance

The ranks are never diminishing, we are
raising new generations.

We are not alone in our journey for all the-
se past years.

We are in solidarity with other minorities
and their respective organisations in Euro-
pe.

We stand in solidarity with the Federal Uni-
on of European Nationalities (FUEN), the
largest umbrella organisation of national
minorities in Europe, and the European
Free Alliance (EFA), the voice of political
parties belonging to national minorities in
Europe.

We establish co-operation with internatio-
nal non-governmental organisations.

We are constantly lobbying tirelessly inter-
nationally.

We explain our issues to the European
Union, the Council of Europe, the United
Nations and the Organisation for Security
and Co-operation in Europe.

We participate in the work of these inter-
national organisations and contribute to the
reports they publish.

In parallel with every report about our
country Greece, we write reports that con-
vey the issues of our community.

Our country is no longer able to cover up
the facts in the international arena.

A few days ago, at a plenary session in the
European Parliament, our country was he-
avily criticised for not respecting the rule of
law.

Indeed, the investigations show that there
is a rapidly increasing deterioration in the

rule of law in our country.

We have always said that the non-executi-

on of the judgments regarding the Turkish
community in Western Thrace, especially
in the Bekir-Ousta and others group of ca-
ses, for almost 16 years is clear evidence
that the principle of the rule of law has been
disregarded.

Now, criticism is being made that respect
for this principle has clearly decreased, not
only in our community but in all govern-
mental areas.

Indeed, someone’s true colours have been
shown!

Of course, we are worried about this dete-
rioration in our country!

We will continue to work for the restoration
of our educational and religious autonomy,
without giving up the principles of democ-
racy, human rights and the rule of law, for
the good of both our community and our
country.

Our struggle continues and will continue
with our enthusiasm, tenacity and determi-

nation on the first day!

Happy 29 January Social Solidarity and
National Resistance Day!

Greetings and yours sincerely,

Halit Habip Oglu
ABTTF President
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ABTTF attended the UN Forum on
Minority Issues

At the forum, the representatives of the
Turkish community in Western Thrace
raised the discriminatory practices aga-
inst the Turkish community in Western
Thrace and issues pertaining to edu-
cation in access to quality education

The Federation of Western Thrace Turks
in Europe (ABTTF) attended the 16th Ses-
sion of the United Nations (UN) Forum on
Minority Issues on 30 November - 1 De-
cember 2023. ABTTF and the Western
Thrace Minority University Graduates As-
sociation (WTMUGA) represented the Tur-
kish community in Western Thrace at the
UN Forum with the theme “Minorities and
Cohesive Societies: Equality, Social Inc-
lusion, and Socio-economic Participation”
which was held in Geneva, Switzerland.

The Western Thrace Turkish delegation,
consisting of ABTTF International Relations
Director Melek Kirmaci and WTMUGA mem-
bers Kerem Abdiirahimoglu and Meltem Girit-
li, raised the issues of the Turkish community
in Western Thrace in the two-day meeting.

Speaking on the first day of the Forum, ABT-
TF indicated that the lack of equal access
to quality education hinders minority child-
ren from enjoying their civil and political
rights and increases discrimination in the
community as a result of the marginalisati-
on of minority children. Noting that the 1923
Treaty of Lausanne granted the Western
Thrace Turks in Greece and the Greeks in
Istanbul, Bozcaada and Gdkgeada the right
to establish and manage their own schools,
ABTTF explained that Greece dismantled
this educational autonomy and therefore the
right to access equal and quality education
was disrupted due to state interventions.

Stating that the Turkishcommunityin Western
Thrace constitutes 55 percent of the po-
pulation in Rodopi, 45 percent in Xanthi,
and 10 percent in Evros, ABTTF said that
although kindergarten education is compul-
sory, Turkish kindergartens within the Tur-
kish school system or completely privately
established in the region are not allowed.

minec v Children

with the three

Drawing attention to the rapid decline in the
number of Turkish primary schools, ABTTF
indicated that despite the educational auto-
nomy, the government’s decision in 2010 to
close schools with less than 9 pupils, and
its implementation with respect to the Tur-
kish schools has turned into a tool of sys-
tematic discrimination against the Turkish
community. Adding that there were 188 Tur-
kish primary schools in 2008, ABTTF noted
that this number decreased to 90 in 2023.

Indicating that the main issue with respect
to secondary education is the insufficient
number of secondary schools, ABTTF sta-
ted that what happened regarding to the
issue of double-shift schooling in Xanthi Mi-
nority Secondary and High School reveals
the unequal and discriminatory treatment

that the Turkish community faces by igno-
ring its educational needs. ABTTF indicated
that despite the protests in 2019 and 2023,
the demands of the Turkish community were
not met, and a new school building was not

allocated. Reminding Greece’s commit-

ments and obligations within the framework
of international law, ABTTF demanded the
restoration of full autonomy in education.

WTMUGA, on the other hand, expressed
the socio-economic discrimination against
the Turkish community in Western Thra-
ce through discriminatory practices from
past to present, and said that today Wes-
tern Thrace is the least developed region
of the country and the Turkish community
is further aggrieved due to discriminatory
practices in this under-developed region.
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The guest of the ““Facts about Our Country’”’ programme was Former

UN Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues Dr. Fernand de Varennes

The twelfth part of the online programme se-
riesofthe Federationof Western Thrace Turks
in Europe (ABTTF) titled “Facts about Our
Country” was broadcast on 1 February 2024.

Former United Nations (UN) Special Rap-
porteur on Minority Issues Dr. Fernand de
Varennes, who had visited Western Thrace
in 2019, was the guest of the programme.

In the programme moderated by ABTTF In-
ternational Relations Director Melek Kirmaci
Arik, Varennes answered the questions with
respect to the definition of “national minority”
within the scope of international human righ-
ts law, the general situation of minority rights
in Europe, the general situation in Greece re-
garding the protection of national minorities,
and the issues of the Western Thrace Turkish
community in Western Thrace in Greece.

Varennes indicated that the issue of the
definition of “national minority” is a little bit
complicated, and noted that ethnic, linguis-
tic, and religious minorities are referenced
in the UN, and that the concept of “national
minority” is used especially in Europe. No-
ting that ethnic identity is related to culture,
Varennes underscored that the Turkish mi-
nority in Greece can be defined as an eth-
nic, linguistic, and even religious minority.

Pointing out that unfortunately there is a
decline in respect for the rights of national
minorities in Europe, Varennes stated that
at the UN level, minority rights are accep-
ted as human rights and that the UN offers
stronger protection for minority rights than
existing European mechanisms. Revealing
comparative examples from Europe, Varen-
nes explained that the rights of the German
minority in Italy are well protected, whereas
minority rights are not recognised in France.

Varennes underlined that Greece could do
much more in the field of minority rights and
indicated that progress with respect to the
rights of the Turkish community in Western

Thrace could be addressed in areas such
as the right to choose their own religious lea

why Are Minority
Rights Important?

Former LN Special Rapporeur on
Minority Issues
Dr. Fernand de Varennes

ders as well as education in their native lan-
guage, Turkish. Noting that it is normal and
useful to use the European mechanisms to
try to protect the rights of the members of
the Turkish community as a national mino-
rity in Greece but that the UN mechanisms
should also be considered this regard. Va-
rennes noted that the Greek government
has been reluctant to use the European
mechanisms, therefore it is important for
the Turkish community in Western Thrace
to further take international mechanisms
regarding minority rights into consideration.
Explaining that the Greek government

should move away from some fears that
the protection of minorities will weaken
the country, Varennes recommended the

Greek government to consider the pro-
tection of minority rights from a positive
frame of mind and to approach this parti-
cular issue not as a threat to national so-
vereignty but as a way to respect minority
members as equal citizens of Greece.
Furthermore, Varennes touched upon
the fact that political intolerance and pre-
judice is on the rise not only in Greece
but throughout Europe and noted that
some politicians use nationalism to bla-
me or point the finger at minorities as if
they constitute a threat, declare them as
scapegoats and portray them as a threat.

Noting that it is important to become much
more visible and effective in the lobbying
activities, that sometimes a lot of effort is
spent for this, but that ultimately success
is achieved, Varennes highlighted that the
way the minorities are treated throughout
Europe and the world must change, that
we are currently going through an extre-
mely difficult and antagonistic period that
is almost against minorities, and that it is
important to redouble efforts in this regard.

You can watch the entire programme, whi-
ch was broadcast live simultaneously on
ABTTF’s YouTube channel and Facebook
page in English by clicking the links below:

YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/wat-
ch?v=0XV3LJWqJVs

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/
events/1156212815342907/
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Parallel report from ABTTF to the
report of the Ministry of Education and
Religious Affairs

ABTTF President: “With this parallel report
that we submitted to the competent aut-
horities of our country, we demand from
the government to implement a real mino-
rity policy based on sincerity, acting with
the understanding of ‘for our community,
with our community, not ‘for our commu-
nity, despite our community’, on issues and
problems that concern our community.”

The Federation of Western Thrace Turks
in Europe (ABTTF) prepared a parallel re-
port in response to the issues regarding
the Turkish community in Western Thra-
ce within the “2022 Report on Incidents
Against Places of Religious Importance in
Greece” published by the Greek Ministry
of Education, Religious Affairs and Sports
on 28 December 2023 and forwarded it to
the competent authorities of our country.

Inits parallel report, ABTTF detailed the issu-
es faced by the Turkish community in Wes-
tern Thrace, which has religious autonomy
in accordance with bilateral and international
treaties, on religious issues and expressed
their opinions and demands. Moreover, ABT-
TF accounted for the situation of the mosqu-
es and places of worship in Western Thrace,
as well as the religious issues of the Turkish
community in Rhodes and Kos, and noted
the issues faced in terms of protection of his-
torical, architectural and cultural monuments
inherited from the Ottoman period in the
country, and the attacks on sacred places.

ABTTF criticized the report published by the
Ministry for containing incomplete, ambigu-
ous and sometimes incorrect statements
with respect to the Turkish community in
Western Thrace, and noted that the issues
faced by the Turkish community in the religi-
ous field were not mentioned in the report and
that their religious autonomy was ignored.

Pointing out that the 1830 Protocol, the 1881
Treaty, the 1913 Treaty of Athens and the
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1923 Lausanne Peace Treaty, which gua

ranteed the status and rights of the Turkish

community in Western Thrace in the religi-
ous field, were not mentioned in the report
published by the Ministry, ABTTF explained
that with the law adopted in 1991, the muf-
tis were appointed by the state in Komoti-

ni, Xanthi and Didymoteicho. Furthermore,
it was indicated that nowadays, there per-
sists a dual structure as follows: appointed

muftis, who are not accepted by the com-
munity, and muftis elected by the commu-
nity. ABTTF noted that the report published
by the Ministry did not mention the relevant
judgments of the European Court of Hu-
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man Rights, in which our country was con-
victed for violating the religious freedom of
the Turkish community in Western Thrace.

Highlighting that Law No. 4964/2022 titled
“Modernisation of Mufti Offices in Thra-
ce” was adopted in the Greek Parliament
despite all the objections of the Turkish
community in Western Thrace, ABTTF sta-
ted that with the aforementioned law, the
mufti offices belonging to the Turkish com-
munity will be completely linked to the Mi-
nistry of Education, Religious Affairs and
Sports and that it was further underlined
that there is thus an attempt to comple-
tely eliminate their autonomous structures.

ABTTF criticised Law No. 4115/2013, whi-
ch foresees the appointment of 240 Islamic
religious teachers to teach Islam in Greek
to children from the Turkish community in
primary and secondary public schools and
mosques in Western Thrace, under the
auspices of appointed muftis, and which
the Turkish community has opposed since
the first day. It was noted that this practice,
which was presented positively by the go-
vernment, was a clear intervention in the
religious autonomy of the Turkish commu-
nity and allowed state control over religion.

Moreover, ABTTF noted that the claim that
the Ministry of Education, Religious Af-
fairs and Sports met all the demands for
the repair and renovation of old mosqu-
es and the construction of new mosqu-

es in Western Thrace does not reflect the
truth, adding that there is no new mosque

construction in Western Thrace today, the-
re are applications awaiting approval for
construction permits, and that that no prog-
ress has been made in the restoration of
the Didymoteicho Celebi Sultan Mehmet
Mosque which had been damaged in fire.

ABTTF underscored that the office of the
mufti in Rhodes has been closed sin-
ce 1974, and that the management of the
foundations belonging to the Turkish com-
munity in Rhodes and Kos are guaranteed
by appointment, as in Western Thrace, and
that there are serious issues in the restora-
tion and preservation of mosques and ot-
her historical architectural works inherited
from the Ottoman period on the islands.

Regarding the attacks on religious holy si-
tes, ABTTF criticised the fact that the Ot-
toman-era Muslim Turkish cemetery in the
village of Petinos (Horozlu) in the prefecture
of Xanthi which was destroyed by constru-
ction machinery belonging to the Municipa-
lity of Avdira (Bulustra) on 15 and 16 March
2022 due to the intention to build football
and basketball courts, a children’s park, and
a social facility has not yet been restored.

In its parallel report, ABTTF demanded that
the educational and religious autonomy of the
Turkish community in Western Thrace be res-
tored, the muftis chosen by the government

be recognised, and the historical mosques

inherited from the Ottoman Empire in our
country be restored in accordance with their
original and opened for worship, considering
the needs of the Turkish and Muslim popu-
lation in the regions where they are located.

“Unfortunately, during the preparation of this
year’s report of the Ministry of Education,
Religious Affairs and Sports, our community
was not consulted on issues concerning it,
and the official state thesis was repeated
with a unilateral and discriminatory approa-
ch. We firmly reject the Laws on the ‘Moder-
nisation of Mufti Offices in Thrace’ and ‘240
Imams’, which aim to completely eliminate
the religious autonomy of our community,
which are portrayed as being positive steps.
While there is no interference in the structu-
re and internal functioning of the communi-
ties belonging to other recognised religions
in our country, the interventions of the go-
vernment targeting the religious autonomy
and freedom of our community at every op-
portunity are unacceptable. With this parallel
report that we submitted to the competent
authorities of our country, we demand from
the government to implement a real minority
policy based on sincerity, acting with the un-
derstanding of ‘for our community, with our
community, not ‘for our community, despite
our community’, on issues and problems
that concern our community”, said Halit
Habip Oglu, President of the Federation of
Western Thrace Turks in Europe (ABTTF).
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Writien contribution from ABTTF to the
2024 Rule of Law Report of the European

The Federation of Western Thrace Turks in
Europe (ABTTF) sent its written contribution
to the 2024 Rule of Law Report of the Euro-
pean Commission. ABTTF, which participa-
ted in the online targeted stakeholder consul-
tation initiated by the European Commission
and open to non-governmental organisations
and other stakeholders in EU Member Sta-
tes for the report expressed the issues faced
by the Turkish community in Western Thrace
in order to contribute to the country report on
Greece to be prepared by the Commission.

In its written contribution, ABTTF underli-
ned that Greece denies the ethnic Turkish
identity of the Turkish community in Wes-
tern Thrace, indicating that Greece has not
executed three separate judgments of the
European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR)
related to the Bekir-Ousta and Others
Group of Cases since 2008, and this, des-
pite the decisions of the Committee of Mi-
nisters of the Council of Europe and all its
warnings, and that it violates the freedom
of association of the Turkish community.

Referring to the lawsuit filed by the Prose-
cutor's Office of First Instance of Rodopi
requesting the revocation of the registration
of the the Western Thrace Fenerbahge As-
sociation which was established as a fans’
association in Komotini on 11 October 2022,
ABTTF underscored that in the prosecutor’s
indictment, the expression “Western Thra-
ce” in the name of the association does not
affect the territorial integrity of the country.
It was further noted that the indictment clai-
med that it posed a danger to national sove-
reignty, and therefore, it was requested that
the expression “Western Thrace” be remo-
ved from the name and statutes of the asso-
ciation and that the association in question
be deleted from the registry of associations.

ABTTF emphasised that although the Tur-
kish community in Western Thrace has

Commission

educational autonomy, the number of Tur
kish primary schools decreases every year
due to the closures of the schools, and
that there are no bilingual Turkish minority
kindergartens, the number of the Turkish
secondary and high schools remains quite
low, and in this respect, it was reminded
that this which was brought to the agenda
with a question for written answer submit-
ted to the European Commission. Further-
more, it was indicated that the issue regar-
ding double-shift schooling, and the lack of
a modern school building continues in the
Xanthi Minority Secondary and High School.

European |
Commission

Moreover, ABTTF pointed out that there are
examples of marginalisation, discrimination
and targeting beyond prejudice and stere-
otypes against the Turkish community in
Western Thrace in the media in Greece and
underlined that the oppression and discrimi-
nation against the Turkish community is also

seen in the political arena. Reminding that
a Turkish deputy candidate who received
the most votes in the prefecture of Rodopi,
where the Turkish community in Western

Thrace constitutes the majority in terms of
population, in the general elections in May
2023, was subjected to a political smear
campaign and was targeted, ABTTF furt-
her indicated that this situation deepened
the structural and systematic discrimination
faced by the Turkish community in Greece.

Stating that the Turkish community in Wes-
tern Thrace was granted religious autonomy
in accordance with international treaties and
has the right to elect their own religious lea-
ders (muftis), ABTTF noted that, on the other
hand, the muftis elected by the Turkish com-
munity are not recognised by Greece. ABT-
TF explained that Presidential Decree No.
52/2019 further damaged the autonomous
structure of the Turkish community in the re-
ligious area and that is because the offices of
the muftis were completely subordinated to
the Ministry of Education and Religious Affa-
irs and turned into ordinary public offices of
the muftis were completely subordinated to
the Ministry of Education and Religious Af-
fairs and turned into ordinary public offices.
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Resolution from the European Parliament
on serious developments that threaten the
rule of law in Greece

European Parliament
2019-2024

TEXTS ADOPTED

P9 TA(2024)0069

Rule of Law and media freedom in Greece

ABTTF President: “A harsh warning has now
come from the EP to our country, which has
disregarded the rule of law by failing to exe-
cute three judgments of the European Court
of Human Rights regarding the associati-
ons of our community for almost 16 years,
despite all the warnings of the Committee
of Ministers of the Council of Europe. What
suits our country, which states at every op-
portunity that it is the cradle of democracy,
is to fully respect democracy, the rule of law
and fundamental rights, as clearly stated in
the EP resolution, and to immediately elimi-
nate the current threats to EU values in the
country so that they will not arise again”.

In its resolution adopted on 7 February 2024,
the European Parliament (EP) indicated that
it had serious concerns that the rule of law
was threatened in Greece and called on the
European Commission to act.

In the resolution, which was adopted in the

EP Plenary with 330 votes in favour, 254
against and 26 abstentions, it is highlighted
that there are grave concerns about the very
serious threats to democracy, the rule of law
and fundamental rights in Greece.

The decision underlines that journalists in
Greece are subject to physical threats, ver-
bal attacks, and abusive lawsuits, including
those initiated by Prime Minister Kyriakos

Mitsotakis’ entourage, and notes that there
are concerns about press freedom in the
country.

The resolution condemns the instrumentali-
sation of “national security threats” for the
purpose of wiretapping political opponents,
including MEPs, and calls for effective in-
vestigations with the help of the European
Police Office (Europol). In the resolution,
which requests to reverse the legislation that
placed the intelligence service under the di-
rect control of the Prime Minister, concerns
are further expressed with respect to politi-
cal pressure, intimidation and harassment of
the officials who are scrutinising the gover-
nment.

Moreover, the resolution also pointed out to
the excessive use of force by the police in
the country, the deficient quality of subsequ-
ent investigations and court rulings, alleged
corruption, the length of judicial proceedings
and conflicts of interest, including the infilt-
ration of the police by organised crime. In
addition, ill-treatment and systematic push-
back against migrants is also mentioned,
along with attacks against civil society, sme-
ar campaigns and legal harassment, parti-
cularly against human rights activists, are
noted as being worrying.

The resolution calls on the European Com-

mission to make full use of the tools availab-
le to address the breaches of EU values in
Greece, including assessing the use of EU
funds under the Common Provisions Regu-
lation in accordance with the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights.

“This latest resolution of the EP regarding the
rule of law is a very important warning to our
country Greece, and the government. This
resolution is a declaration that our country
cannot cover up the facts in the international
arena by constantly hiding behind excuses,
disregarding the EU values of which it is a
member and its obligations arising from the
international treaties to which it is a party. A
harsh warning has now come from the EP to
our country, which has disregarded the rule
of law by failing to execute three judgments
of the European Court of Human Rights re-
garding the associations of our community
for almost 16 years, despite all the warnings
of the Committee of Ministers of the Coun-
cil of Europe. What suits our country, which
states at every opportunity that it is the crad-
le of democracy, is to fully respect democ-
racy, the rule of law and fundamental rights,
as clearly stated in the EP resolution, and
to immediately eliminate the current threats
to EU values in the country so that they will
not arise again”, said Halit Habip Oglu, Pre-
sident of the Federation of Western Thrace
Turks in Europe (ABTTF).
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The Committee of Ministers of the Council of

Europe examined the Bekir-Ousta group of cases

ABTTF President: “After 15 years, Gree-
ce is talking about its intention to establish
a Committee of Experts to investigate the
execution of the judgments in this group of
cases and prepare recommendations for the
Greek authorities. Don’t get me wrong, no
decision has been taken on this issue yet,
there is only some intention! Our country
has been stalling us and the Committee of
Ministers on this issue for so long that it is
hard to believe that this step is a real one”.

At its meeting held in Strasbourg on 5-7
December 2023, the Committee of Minis-
ters of the Council of Europe reviewed the
Bekir-Ousta and Others Group of Cases re-
garding the violation of the freedom of as-
sociation by Greece of the Xanthi Turkish
Union, the Cultural Association of Turkish
Women of the Prefecture of Rodopi and the
Evros Prefecture Minority Youth Association
belonging to the Turkish community in Wes-
tern Thrace.

In the decision announced today (8 Decem-
ber), the Committee of Ministers indicated
that although 15 years have passed since
the ECtHR judgments and the legislative
amendment adopted in 2017, the ECtHR
judgments are still not executed. The Com-
mittee of Ministers noted that the associati-
ons in the Bekir-Ousta group of cases have
exhausted the possibilities available to them
within the domestic legal system and that
the Greek authorities must now take effec-
tive general measures to execute the judg-
ments. Moreover, in the decision, the Com-
mittee stated that it welcomed the fact that
as a result of the meeting between the Sec-
retariat and the Deputy Minister for Foreign
Affairs which took place 8 November 2023,
Greece expressed its intention to establish a
Committee of Experts which would serve the
purpose of advising the Greek authorities on
the next steps to be taken in the Bekir-Ousta
group of cases.

The Committee of Ministers underlined Gre-
ece’s obligation to fully and effectively exe
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cute all ECtHR judgments in accordance
with Article 46 § 1 of the Convention on the
respondent States and called upon the Gre

ek authorities to provide information to the
Committee of the steps it has taken ahead
of the examination in June 2024.

President of the Federation of Western Th-
race Turks in Europe (ABTTF) Halit Habip
Oglu made the following statement: “7 De-
cember 1983, the date when the signboar-
ds of the Xanthi Turkish Union were taken
down... 40 years after the signboards of our
first Turkish association in Western Thrace

were taken down, the official legal status of
our Xanthi Turkish Union has still not been

restored. The Xanthi Turkish Union, which
went to the ECtHR after a 22-year internal
legal struggle, and our other two associati-
ons, which were not allowed to be establis-
hed, have been waiting for the execution of
judgments of the European court for the past
15 years. Easier said than done, 15 years!
After 15 years, Greece is talking about its
intention to establish a Committee of Ex-
perts to investigate the execution of the ju-
dgments in this group of cases and prepare
recommendations for the Greek authorities.
Don’t get me wrong, no decision has been
taken on this issue yet, there is only some
intention! Our country has been stalling us
and the Committee of Ministers on this issue
for so long that it is hard to believe that this
step is a real one. We will of course continue
to follow the process until the examination in
June 2024, and we will not allow this to turn
into another process aimed at stalling the
Committee. As associations and non-gover-
nmental organisations, we will continue to
inform the Committee of Ministers”.

You can access the full text of the decision
at here:
https://search.coe.int/cm/pages/result_deta-
ils.aspx?objectid=0900001680ad83c3
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Response from the European Commission to the question
for written answer regarding the imposition of double-shift
schooling in the Xanthi Turkish Minority Secondary and High

The European Commission responded to
the question for written answer titled “Doub-
le-shift schooling in Western Thrace” submit-
ted by Members of the European Parliament
(MEP) Francois Alfonsi (France, Greens /
EFA), Lorant Vincze (Romania, EPP), Her-
bert Dorfmann (ltaly, EPP) and Yana Toom
(Estonia, Renew) on 14 November 2023.

In the response delivered on 7 February
2024 by Commissioner for Innovation, Re-
search, Culture, Education and Youth lliana
Ivanova, on behalf of the European Com-
mission, it was indicated that, in accordance
with Article 165 of the Treaty on the Functio-
ning of the European Union, Member States
are fully responsible for the content of teac-
hing and organisation of education systems
and their cultural and linguistic diversity.

Ivanova stated that since there is no com-
mon legal framework at the EU level that
grants the general right to provide educa-
tion in the mother tongue in schools in the
Member States, the choice of the language
of instruction in a specific territory remains
within the purview of the Member States, ad-
ding that the European Commission has no
competence concerning the recognition of
minorities or the use of minority languages,
as these are the responsibility of each Mem-
ber State and that it is thus for the Member
States to ensure that the fundamental rights
of minorities are respected in line with inter-
national agreements and their internal legis-
lation.

Ivanova stressed that the European Com-
mission encourages Member States to be-
nefit from EU financial instruments in areas
of early childhood education, reducing early
school leaving and investing in education,
skills, and lifelong learning, and reminded
that EU Cohesion Policy funds can be mo-
bilised towards this direction. Furthermore, it
is noted that under the regional programme
‘Eastern Macedonia & Thrace 2021-2027’,

&= Parliamentary question - E-ooasab/zoza(AsW)
= - Eurcpean Partament

Answer given by Ms Ivanova on behalf of the European Commission

an amount of € 29.75 million will be invested
for the creation and upgrading of education
infrastructure.

In the question for written answer submitted
with the initiative of the Federation of Wes-
tern Thrace Turks in Europe (ABTTF) with
the joint signature of four Members of the
European Parliament, it was underlined that
double-shift education has been in place for
many years at the Xanthi Minority Secon-
dary and High School due to the lack of suf-
ficient and suitable classrooms, but that stu-
dents and parents alike oppose double-shift
schooling. Moreover, It was indicated that a
protest demonstration was held between 18
and 28 September 2023, where the protes-
ters demanded the end of double-shift scho-
oling and a new school building, but have

not yet received any response from the aut-
horities.

In the question for written answer, Alfonsi,
Vincze, Dorfmann and Toom asked what ac-
tions the Commission could take to protect
the rights of EU citizens belonging to a nati-
onal minority, ensure equal access to quality
education in this region of Greece and safe-
guard linguistic and cultural diversity.

Furthermore, the four MEPs also asked what
steps the European Commission could take
to protect members of the autochthonous
Turkish community, whose rights guarante-
ed by international treaties are not respected
and whose existence and identity are under
threat.

*Image: www.anadoluimages.com
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The hearing of the claim for damages filed by ABTTF against

the newshreak.gr news website was held at a higher court

The hearing of the claim for damages filed
by ABTTF against the news site newsbre-
ak.gr, which published defamatory and fal-
se news about the Federation of Western
Thrace Turks in Europe (ABTTF) in 2021,
was held in Athens on 9 November 2023.

ABTTF President Halit Habip Oglu attended
the hearing held at the Court of First Instance
with several judges in Athens together with
ABTTF’s lawyer Antonis Kachrimanis. The
court postponed the hearing to a later date.

On 27.10.2021, on the news site newsbre-
ak.gr, headquartered in Athens, a news ar-
ticle was published about the 21st Ordinary
General Assembly of ABTTF, titled “Provo-
cation by ABTTF with the flag of Western
Thrace in Germany”, containing baseless
accusations against ABTTF. Thereupon,
ABTTF filed a claim for damages against the
newsbreak.gr news site and the company
that owns the site, in the Court of First Ins-
tance with a Single Judge in Athens, regar-
ding the aforementioned news article. At the
hearing held on 16 February 2023, the court
made an interim decision and referred the
case to the Court of First Instance with seve-
ral judges in Athens, which is a higher court.

ABTTF Newsletter

ABTTF Newsletter, which has been distributed since May 2005, is pub-
lished in Turkish, Greek, English and German.

ABTTF Newsletter covers matters of grave concern to the Turkish com-
munity in Western Thrace, current developments in Western Thrace and
Greece, ABTTF'’s international activities and lobbying as well as the ac-
tivities of ABTTF member associations and plays an important role in
promoting the Turkish community in Western Thrace.

ABTTF Newsletter is sent to homes by mail and can also be obtained
from our member associations.

In order to receive ABTTF Newsletter by mail and for further information
on the newsletter:

www.abttf.org
+49 2302 913291

“I was present with our lawyer in the court-
room for the hearing of the claim for da-
mages we filed against the newsbreak.gr
news site, which published unfounded and
false news about our Federation, at the
Court of First Instance with several judges
in Athens. The court postponed the hea-
ring to a later date to be determined. | will
attend that hearing again on behalf of our
Federation. | have full faith that the court
will make a fair decision. | trust our countr-
y’s courts and justice system”, said Halit
Habip Oglu, President of the Federation of
Western Thrace Turks in Europe (ABTTF).

ABTTF

Avrupa Bati Trakya Tiirk Federasyonu
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