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Thank you Mr. Chairman,

My name is Tzemil Kapza; I represent Western Thrace Minority University Graduates Association in Greece.

INTRODUCTION

An estimate number of 150.000 ethnic Turks live in the northeast part of Greece. Members of the Muslim Turkish Minority who have been living in this region for centuries identify themselves as ethnic Turks. 

Although Greece is a full member of the European Union, signed and ratified most of the international instruments protecting basic human rights, the Greek state unfortunately continues to ignore its obligations regarding the recognition and the protection of the rights of the Muslim Turkish Minority of Western Thrace as well as the rights of other existing ethnic minorities in Greece, such as the Macedonian.

DENIAL OF ETHNIC IDENTITY

The violation of the right of the minority to identify itself as “Turkish” is a major problem today. In early years Greek authorities made it obligatory for the minority to identify itself as “Turkish” and its members as “Turks”. This policy was later changed. The designation of the minority associations as “Turkish” has been forbidden. Although the Xanthi Turkish Union had been legally operated from 1927 until 1983 the Supreme Court of Greece in its final decision on 7th February 2005 dissolved the Union because of the term “Turkish” in its title. Furthermore, the same court rejected the application of registration of the Rodopi Turkish Women’s Cultural Association for the same reason. Both cases, now, await for submission before the European Court of Human Rights. Greece denies the existence of any ethnic minority but recognizes only a “Muslim” minority.  

 
Article 2 (4) of the UN Declaration on Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities states that: “Persons belonging to minorities have the right to establish and maintain their own associations”.  Also, in article 1 (1) of the same declaration it is stated that: “States shall protect the existence and the national or ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identity of minorities within their respective territories and shall encourage conditions for the promotion of that identity.” This is also supported by Article 19 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights on Freedom of Expression.  I also should remind the 1994 General Comment by the UN Human Rights Committee on Article 27 of the ICCPR: “It makes clear that the existence of minorities does not depend on the state decision but is to be established by objective criteria; and that non-citizens and even non-permanent residents of state qualify protection under Article 27.”

Taking into consideration these international instruments the continuously denial of the ethnic identity of the minority is against the statue of the minority which was established and is under protection by section III  of the Peace Treaty of Lausanne, 1923. Therefore, I propose that Greek authorities should recognize the existence of the Turkish Minority and cease violating their rights as an ethnic group.

RELIGIOUS RIGHTS

Greece officially recognizes only a “Muslim Minority” within the state.

Article 6 (g) in the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion, states the right to: “Train, appoint, elect, or designate by succession appropriate leaders called for by the requirements and standards of any religion or belief”, which is also supported by Article 18 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights and Article 1 of the UN Declaration of Persons Belonging to Minorities. In addition to these international instruments the religious rights of this minority are also guaranteed by Athens Treaty of 1913, the Greek Law no: 2345/1920 and the Peace Treaty of Lausanne. Article 28 of the Greek Constitution also guarantees the implementations of the international treaty obligations.

The offices of the Mufti of Komotini and Xanthi are still composed of people appointed by the Greek government. Contrary to the wishes of the Turkish Muslim Minority in Western Thrace, who consider Mr. Mehmet Emin Aga and Ibrahim Serif as their mufti, the Greek state does not recognize them as the religious leaders of the minority. Furthermore, in 1984 the government punished three imams who were teaching the holy Quran in mosques. The imams refused to pay the punishment. As a result, the finance officers have sequestrated their properties.

Another area of controversy is about the Turkish Muslim Minority’s control over its social and charitable organizations (Waqfs). At present, while most of the Waqfs are still managed by people who were appointed by the government during the rule of the military junta of the 60’s the officials who died are replaced by new appointees. For example, on 10th of January 2005 the Greek government appointed new executive committee for the Waqfs in the region of Xanthi.

The Greek government should be encouraged to create positive environment for the Turkish Minority to exercise their freedom of worship and choose of their own religious leaders. 

EDUCATIONAL RIGHTS

The Peace Treaty of Lausanne guarantees the Educational rights of the Muslim Turkish Minority. Articles 40 and 41 of the Treaty provides equal rights for the minority to establish, manage and control at their own expenses any schools…(40)… and adequate facilities for ensuring that primary school instruction shall be given to children trough their own language…(41)… The central authority constantly interferes in and undermines the autonomy of the minority education system through different ways such as the selection, training and appointment of teachers in the minority primary schools. The Greek state started establishing nurseries in almost every village inhabited by Turks, which caused deep resentment within the minority community and undermined the already weak system of teaching in the mother tongue. 

In Article 4 (3) of the UN Declaration on the Rights on Persons Belonging to Minorities it is stated that: “States should take appropriate measures so that, wherever possible, persons belonging to minorities have adequate opportunities to learn their mother tongue.” This is supported by Article 26 (1) and (3) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights. I should also note that all these practices of the Greek state in the field of minority education are against the Hague Recommendations Regarding the Educational Rights of National Minorities (1996).
Mr. Chairman

In conclusion, I would recommend that the Greek state should implement its obligations of the international instruments which is a party to and ratify the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, which signed in 1997.

Thank you Mr. Chairman
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