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A. Introduction

1.  
It may be recalled that, in April 1998, a motion for an order on the state of human rights in Greece, and particularly in Thrace, was referred to the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights for a report and, for opinion, to the Political Affairs Committee and the Committee on Culture and Education. At the same time the Assembly's Bureau endorsed the proposal of the Monitoring Committee not to open a procedure in respect of Greece. From the discussions held in the Bureau and in the Monitoring Committee, it appeared that our Committee should concentrate its efforts on the situation of the Muslim minority in Thrace rather than making an in-depth study of the whole of the human rights situation in Greece. We therefore went in the footsteps of the two rapporteurs of the Monitoring Committee (Mrs Err and Mr Glotov) and visited Thrace and Athens from 26 to 29 September 1999. The programme of our visit is reproduced in Appendix I, and a list of the documentary material and written evidence on which this memorandum is also based may be found in Appendix II.

2.  
We are most grateful for the hospitality of the Greek authorities and for the most helpful assistance we received from the Greek parliamentary delegation, in particular from Mr Dimitri Panayotopoulos, Head of International Relations at the Chamber of Deputies of the Greek Parliament, who accompanied us during the visit, together with Mr Allard Plate, Head of the Secretariat of the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights.

3.  
Unfortunately we were not able to meet Mr Yannos Kranidiotis, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, who, two weeks before our visit, died in a plane accident. Mr Kranidiotis had been a staff member of the Council of Europe in the past and we share the sorrow of all those who knew him a keen defender of human rights.

4.  
In the following chapters we shall set out some of the problems we encountered and our conclusions.

B. Article 19 of the Greek Citizenship Act

5.  
Article 19 of the Greek Citizenship Act (Act No 3370 of 1955) provided that a person of non-Greek ethnic origin leaving Greece without the intention of returning could be declared as having lost Greek nationality. As a result of this provision tens of thousands of persons, not only of Turkish but also, for instance, of Macedonian origin, lost their Greek nationality and were barred from re-entering the country. Fortunately this article was abrogated last year, but without retroactive effect so that there are still a large number of persons who have lost their Greek citizenship through this provision. Many of them have settled permanently abroad and acquired another nationality and do not therefore raise any problems, but there are a number of stateless persons who arbitrarily lost their Greek nationality and until today have not been able to get it back. In 1998, Mr Theodore Pangalos, who was then Foreign Minister, declared that within a year most or all of the stateless persons residing in Greece would be offered Greek citizenship, but the bureaucracy has been slow to follow. In addition, there are still the persons who took up temporary or permanent residence abroad – including migrant workers to Western Europe – who should also be able to get their nationality back. 

6.  
During our visit, we raised this matter with Mr Papandreou, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who said that the authorities were handling the problem on a case-by-case basis. We hope that the Minister's promise that the problem will be solved in the near future will materialise, but feel it may be useful if the Parliamentary Assembly and non-governmental organisations were to continue their monitoring in this respect.

C. The right to an identity

7.  
The Muslim minority of Turkish origin in Thrace constituted nearly two-thirds of the population when the territory officially became Greek in 1920. At present, it hardly makes up more than one-third of the population - in spite of a high birth rate. Measures such as the former Article 19 of the Act on Citizenship and others contributed to a development to reducing a minority which otherwise might have been much more numerous than its 150,000 members today. Yet, having said this, we would like to state that, grosso modo, the Muslim minority of Turkish origin in Thrace is not badly off. Their members shared in the increase of wealth in Greece once the civil war was over (in 1949) and for most of them their standard of living is probably higher than it would have been if they had lived in neighbouring Turkey. Nor can it be said that their relations with the rest of the population or with the authorities are strained. With the exception of a few and rare incidents there has not been any violence against the minority and fortunately the territory is very far from the tragic situations there are or have been in Kosovo, Northern Ireland, South-East Turkey, etc. We feel that this may be to a large extent due to the wisdom and competence of the regional and local governments in the region in which it participates to a large extent. The minority also has its representatives in the Chamber of Deputies in Athens, elected on the tickets of the Socialist Party (PASOK), New Democracy and the Party of the Left and For Progress. We met all of them and had a most interesting exchange of views. 

8.  
Traditionally the members of the Muslim minority of Turkish origin are working in agriculture (cotton and tobacco) and in forestry (for those who live in the mountains), but also as craftsmen and as small shopkeepers. Although not very numerous, there are also members of the minority in the liberal professions, such as lawyers, doctors and pharmacists.

9.  
In the Lausanne Treaty the minority is described as a religious minority. Although it may be said that nearly all persons of Turkish origin adhere to the Muslim religion, it is not the other way round. The "Pomaks" and many Roma are also Muslims without having any Turkish origins. It was interesting for us to notice that in Komitini and in Xanthi one simply made a distinction between two groups: the Christians and the Muslims. Yet the situation is of course more complicated than that and in the future may even be more complicated if a similar tendency as one notices in the rest of Europe becomes apparent in Greece as well, ie, that fewer persons consider themselves as belonging to any religious denomination. 

10.  
Greek sources give the following figures for the ethnical background of the minority: 50% of Turkish origin, 35% are Pomaks and 15% are Roma. Besides Turkish, they have and use in their private lives their own mother tongues.
 

11.  
We hold the following assessment of the NGO Human Rights Watch
 to be correct: “While it is indeed true that the minority is mixed on an ethnolinguistic basis, being made up of ethnic Turks, Pomaks … and Romas, the group overwhelmingly identifies itself as Turkish. Indeed many Pomaks and Romas will, especially to outsiders, even deny their ethnolinguistic origin in the belief that being called “Pomaks” or “Romas” is merely a state artifice to suppress them. One commentator noted that, “Due to the uniform way in which Greek authorities and local communities have treated Gypsies and Pomaks, the latter tend to identify with the stronger elements of the minority in Thrace, who are, of course, the Muslim Turcophones”. Inter alia, it explains why the inhabitants of the Pomak village in Xanthi which we visited (par. 33) were reticent in sending their children to a “gymnasium”, sometimes preferring to send them to the relatively far away minority school in town. 

12.  
So, we strongly believe that it is fundamental human right of the persons belonging to the minority to identify themselves as they prefer, a right which is enshrined in the Framework Convention (Preamble and Article 3). 
13.  
This brings us to the issue of relationship between the Lausanne Treaty and the Framework Convention which we discussed at some length while in Greece. Greek State denies the right of the persons belonging to the minority to identify themselves as Turks and apply the word “Turkish” to the titles of their associations etc. on the basis of a dogmatic (“stricto sensu”) reading of the Lausanne Treaty. The wider problem is that the Lausanne Treaty in its part referring to the minority problem is based on the idea of collective rights of the (recognized) minorities (it could be seen as part of the system of the minority rights protection of the League of Nations era). On the contrary, the Framework Convention is based on the notion of individual rights, and self-identification is central to it. This is why when Greece ratifies the Framework Convention this problem could come to the surface. 
14.  
In the 50s the authorities made it obligatory for the minority to be considered as "Turkish" and their members as "Turks". Later there was a change in this policy and now the word "Turkish" is prohibited and is to be replaced by the word "Muslim". Minority associations like the "Turkish Teachers' Association" and "Komitini Turkish Youth Association" were closed down for using the adjective in their titles and signs. Jurisprudence by the Greek courts to outlaw the use of the word "Turkish" was confirmed by the Greek High Court in 1988 with the argument that the use of this adjective to describe Greek Muslims was endangering public order. 

15.  
Although your rapporteurs do not attach such great importance to these denominations one cannot deny that they may have a particular meaning. The word "Turk" may mean a Turkish citizen and the word "Turkish" may mean "of Turkish nationality". These words, in the present context, are to be meant for Greek citizens and may therefore lead to confusion. Atatürk once said that every person who speaks Turkish must be considered a Turk, and this famous expression may also have something to do with the present Greek attitude. The problem could in our opinion be solved by speaking for instance about "Greek Muslims of Turkish origin" or something like it. 

16.  
No doubt this is something which one should stress. The members of the minority may be of Turkish origin, but they have been living in Thrace for many centuries. In fact, the first Turks settled in the region in the 14th century, well before the Turks captured Constantinople. They may have strong cultural and religious links with the Turkish population in Turkey, but they also have strong roots in Thrace. They are nowadays Greek citizens and there is no reason to doubt their loyalty to the Greek State. Unfortunately, we feel that Greek public opinion has great difficulty in accepting this fact, fearing this group of the population as a threat to Christianity, a fifth column of Turkey, that the frontiers of Greece can never be considered as permanent and stable as long as this group of the population is living in Thrace, and that something similar to what happened in Cyprus may occur (ie occupation of a part of the territory of Greece). This is perhaps also a matter to be discussed with the Greek Orthodox Church during another visit.

17.  
Last summer, Mr Papandreou, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, declared that "no one doubts that there are many Muslims of Turkish origin …  If no one contests the present borders. I do not mind whether he calls himself a Muslim or a Turk, a Bulgarian or a Pomak." At the same time, the Minister of the Interior leaked plans to radically change its citizenship policy. Thus, after some years of residence, immigrants might qualify for citizenship, without excluding those from neighbouring countries or of the Muslim faith. The Minister's rather innocent declaration and the project of the Ministry of the Interior raised a storm of protest in practically the whole of the Greek national press. Even members of the ruling PASOK Party asked for the resignation of Mr Papandreou. The prevailing opinions could be summarised with "anyone who feels a Turk should go to Turkey" and "the Greek people is one and indivisible". 

18.  
In 1991, the Government solemnly reaffirmed the principles of "isonomia", ie equality before the law and "isopoliteia", ie equality of civil rights, and these principles could govern the relations between Christians and Muslims. These two principles may, however, not always be sufficient to do justice to the members of a special minority. In the views of our Assembly and its Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights – which have so often dealt with the principles and the legal aspects of the protection of national minorities – it may be necessary to take special measures in favour of a specific minority and in order to grant them a special protection. As long as such measures have an objective and reasonable foundation they cannot be discriminatory. 

19.  
During the second day of our visit we had a very interesting exchange of views with the three MPs of the minority. During that discussion, they declared that their main problem was an identity problem, which stemmed from the refusal of the Greek State to recognise their Turkish origins. Greek policy was to assimilate the minority and those members who refused to assimilate were encouraged to leave the country. The Turkish minority of Thrace was not seen as a national minority. 

20.  
Although the members of the minority tried to be good Greek citizens, they were looked upon with suspicion. Recently the three MPs, together with a number of NGOs asked the Greek government and the Greek Parliament to recognise the national origin of their minority, but the only result was a storm of protest and disciplinary measures were taken against the three MPs by their political parties. 

21.  
The basic problem was therefore the recognition of the right to have their own identity or the right to "self identification" of the Greek Muslim minority of Turkish origin in Thrace.

D. The Muftis – to be elected or appointed?

22.  
The main religious leaders in the Muslim religion are the Muftis. Traditionally there are two Muftis in Thrace, one in Komotini and one in Xanthi. In respect of their election the Treaty of Athens of 1913 provides in its Article 11 that each Mufti is to be elected by the Muslim electors in their respective jurisdiction areas. This provision was put into effect by Greece in 1920 under Act No 2345 on the implementation of the provisions of the Athens Treaty, but – apparently –never applied.

23.  
Until 1990 apparently there have been no serious problems on the application of these provisions. In that year Greece promulgated a presidential decree to abrogate Act No 2345 and to provide for the appointment of the Muftis by the governors of the Provinces. Shortly thereafter a new Mufti was appointed both in Komotini and in Xanthi. Whatever their number may have been (from Muslim side it is said to be 99%; the Greek authorities claim it was only 10%) it is true that a certain number of Muslims did not accept either the way these appointments were made or the choice of the Muftis themselves and "elected" their own Muftis, one for Komitini and one for Xanthi. We tried to strike a balance and we met, while in Komitini, the appointed Mufti, Mr Cemali, and in Xanthi the "elected" Mufti, Mr Mehmet Emin Aga, and discussed the matter at great length with both sides. 

24.  
The Greek authorities claim that the Governor, before making his appointment, consults a committee of ten prominent members of the Muslim minority (appointed by himself) who propose three candidates to him of which he appoints one. They claim that it cannot therefore be said that the Muslim community is not consulted on the choice of the Mufti. Furthermore, the Muftis in all predominantly Muslim countries are being appointed by the State authorities. In Greece, in addition, they perform certain official functions and they are paid by the State, but, of course, in Muslim countries they also perform certain official functions.

25.  
To this the other side replies that it is true that Muftis in the Muslim countries are always appointed but that these countries are overwhelmingly Muslim and – with the exception of Turkey – not very democratic as a rule. However, in two neighbouring countries, Bulgaria and "the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia", they are elected. Where the official functions of the Mufti are concerned, such as deciding on divorces, inheritances and family matters they stress that they are being submitted voluntarily to the Mufti and that the person concerned may always appeal to the courts which – in the case of a divorce – must also ratify the Mufti's decision which therefore has to be drafted in the Greek language. The Mufti may therefore be an arbiter but has not a final say.

26.  
Contrary to the co-rapporteurs of the Monitoring Committee, we arrive at the conclusion that – in the light of the fact that a large number of Muslims do not accept the appointment procedure and the appointments themselves – the Muftis should be elected by the Muslim community itself and not by the authorities. The only say one could give to the authorities would be by granting them the power to ratify any choice made by the Muslim community. One might also stipulate that the Muftis renounce any official function. We base our conclusion on two arguments: 

i. The legal argument that the Athens Treaty, which has never been repealed and is still in force, provides for the election of the Muftis and that the Lausanne Treaty of 1923 in its section iii. (protection of minorities, Articles 37- 45) grants full religious freedom to the Muslim minority (although not expressly stipulated, a fair interpretation of the Lausanne Treaty does lead to the conclusion that it includes the appointment of Muftis by the community itself).

ii. The Muftis are in the first place religious leaders and one needs to respect a separation between religion and State;

27.  
The free election of the Muftis by the community also follows from the provisions of other international treaties to which Greece is a party, such as the European Convention on Human Rights which in Article 9 stipulates that everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion and that this right includes the freedom to manifest one's religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and observance. It shall be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.

28.  
The question has been the subject of an application (No 38178/97) to the Organs of the European Convention on Human Rights by Mr Ibraim Serif, the "elected" mufti of Rodopi (Komotini). In its judgment of 14 December 1999 the European Court of Human Rights (second section) considered that Mr Serif's conviction under Articles 175 and 176 of the Greek Criminal Code, making certain acts against ministers of "known religions" criminal offences, amounted to an interference with the applicant’s right under Article 9 § 1 of the Convention to manifest his religion in worship and teaching in community with others and in public. 

29.  
The Court noted in this connection that, despite a vague assertion that the applicant had officiated at wedding ceremonies and engaged in administrative activities, the domestic courts that convicted him did not mention in their decisions any specific acts by him which purported to produce legal effects. The domestic courts convicted the applicant because he had issued a message about the religious significance of a feast, delivered a speech at a religious gathering, issued another message on the occasion of a religious holiday and appeared in the clothes of a religious leader. Moreover, it had not been disputed that the applicant had the support of at least a part of the Moslem community in Rodopi.

30.  
In the Court’s view, punishing a person for the mere fact that he acted as the religious leader of a group that willingly followed him could hardly be considered compatible with the demands of religious pluralism in a democratic society. Moreover, the Court did not consider that, in democratic societies, the State needed to take measures to ensure that religious communities remained or were brought under a unified leadership. The Court recognised that it was possible that tension was created in situations where a religious or any other community became divided. However, it considered that this was one of the unavoidable consequences of pluralism. The role of the authorities in such circumstances was not to remove the cause of tension by eliminating pluralism, but to ensure that the competing groups tolerated each other. 

31.  
The Court noted that, apart from a general reference to the creation of tension, the Government did not make any allusion to disturbances among the Moslems in Rodopi that had actually been or could have been caused by the existence of two religious leaders. Moreover, the Court considered that nothing was adduced that could warrant qualifying the risk of tension between the Moslems and Christians or between Greece and Turkey as anything more than a very remote possibility. 

32.  
In the light of all the above, the Court considered that it had not been shown that the applicant’s conviction under Articles 175 and 176 of the Criminal Code was justified. As a result, the interference with the applicant’s right, in community with others and in public, to manifest his religion in worship and teaching was not "necessary in a democratic society for the protection of public order" under Article 9 § 2 of the Convention. 

33.  
Finally, the Court awarded the applicant as compensation for pecuniary damage the equivalent of the fine that he had had to pay as a result of his conviction, namely 700,000 Greek drachmas. It also awarded him 2,000,000 Greek drachmas for non-pecuniary damage. 

E. 
The Wakfs

34.  
The Wakfs are private charitable foundations of the Muslim minority, some of which are several centuries old. A number of them own a considerable amount of property, land and houses and they support education and social welfare of the group. Article 12 of the Treaty of Athens provides that the Wakfs listed in that article are to be administered by the Muslim community and that the rights of their trustees and beneficiaries are to be recognised. This provision was implemented in Act No 2345 which not only provided for the election of the Muftis by the Muslim community but also contained provisions on the election of administration boards of the Wakfs. However, the system was changed in 1967 when the military junta replaced the existing boards by new ones composed of persons alien to the Turkish minority. This decision of an undemocratic regime has yet to be changed and in fact some of the administrators appointed under the colonels are still in function. 

35.  
Such interference is also contrary to Article 40 of the Treaty of Lausanne which provides that "in particular, they shall have an equal right to establish, manage and control at their own expense, any charitable, religious and social institutions, any schools and other establishments for instruction and education, with the right to use their own language and to exercise their own religion freely therein."

36.  
We feel that a fair application of the provisions on the right to freedom of religion and of association, as laid down in Articles 9 and 11 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Articles 7 and 8 of the Framework Convention on the Protection of National Minorities (not yet in force in Greece) should already be enough to grant the Muslim community full rights in respect of the Wakfs - with the necessary supervision of course in accordance with the general provisions of Greek law – but the provisions of the Athens and Lausanne treaties are overwhelmingly clear. 

F.  
Education

37.  
The Muslim minority in Thrace is both a religious and a linguistic minority which makes the question of education very important. This was clearly recognised in the Treaty of Lausanne which, in its Article 40, provides that the members of the Muslim minority "shall have equal rights to establish, manage and control at their own expense, … any schools and other establishments for instruction and education, with the right to use their own language and to exercise their own religion freely therein". Furthermore, in accordance with Article 41, the Greek must grant, in those towns and districts where a considerable proportion of members of the Muslim minority are resident, adequate facilities for ensuring that in the primary schools instruction shall be given to the children through the medium of their own language. This provision should not prevent the Greek government from making the teaching of the Greek language obligatory. Furthermore, they should receive an equitable amount of public funds under the State, municipal or other budgets for educational or religious purposes. 

38.  
Quotas for students of Muslim origin, introduced in Greek Universities by the Ministry of Education under Mr. G. Papandreou, must be mentioned as one of the positive and bold steps of the Greek State. However, further encouragement for the members of the minority to take full advantage of the new opportunities is needed.

39.  
As we realised the importance of education for the minority we paid considerable attention to educational problems during our stay, made them a subject of practically all of our conversations and visited three different schools. We feel that, although the provisions of the Lausanne Treaty are largely respected, a number of considerable improvements could be made. 

40.  
The first school we visited was a primary school in Komitini. This school, like the other minority schools, is a private school with Christian and Muslim teachers. In this kind of school, the Christian teachers are appointed and paid by the Greek State, whereas the Muslim teachers are paid by the parents and by the Muslim community. There is also a handful of teachers from Turkey, in accordance with a bilateral exchange treaty between Greece and Turkey and they are paid by the Turkish State. Their number is constantly decreasing. In the school we visited, the Christian teachers teach the Greek language, civil education, physical education and geography, while the Muslim teachers teach the Turkish language, physics, arithmetic, music, craft and religion. The principal of the school was a Muslim and the vice-principal a Christian. There were nine Muslim teachers and seven Christians. The parents had to pay a fee of 20,000 drachmas per pupil per year. 

41.  
Among the problems we encountered are the following:

i. There is a shortage of teachers and not enough teachers from Turkey are admitted. Teachers from Turkey sometimes arrive a month or so after the beginning of the school year;

ii. Until recently Muslim teachers quite often had studied in Turkey, but this category is gradually disappearing and is replaced by graduates of the Muslim pedagogic faculty in Thrace which – it is said – is of very poor quality;

iii. There is a serious lack of facilities and school buildings, for instance there are only two junior and two senior high schools for the Muslim community which can take only a small percentage of the 1,000 pupils which graduate every year from Muslim primary schools. Those who are admitted to high school are drawn by lot and the others will not be able to continue their schooling although – under Greek law – nine years of education are compulsory, which would include junior high school. Those who are not admitted may go to Christian high schools or to Turkey, but few of them actually do so;

iv. We noted that a lot of public funds are spent on roads and other public facilities. Thus we were very impressed by the modern airport buildings of Kavala, but we feel that more public money should be spent on schools; the supposedly private character of minority schools should not be considered a hindrance to their receiving public subsidies, including subsidies from the European Union.

v. Finally, at the schools we visited, there were hardly any Turkish textbooks. The schoolbooks in Turkish we saw were photocopies of books at least thirty years old. We are told that the problem is that the Muslim minority does not accept any textbooks written for them in the Turkish language by the Greek State, but that – on the other hand – the Greek State did not accept textbooks from Turkey. In this respect one should refer to the 1968 “Protocol of the Ankara and Athens Meetings of the Turkish-Greek Cultural Commission” on the exchange of textbooks in minority schools on a reciprocal basis, which – unfortunately – has not been implemented since the late 1960s. It now appears that the Minister of Education has given his approval to 19 different textbooks written in Turkey for the Turkish minority and that they are now being printed and should therefore be available soon. 
All this is certainly a matter we would like to follow up in the future.

42.  
As a result of their poor education in the Greek language, the opportunities in professional life of the children of the minority are reduced. Of course they are of Turkish mother tongue. Yet in order to accede to many of the professions, within or outside the civil service, they must master a minimum of Greek. More often than not their education is however such that they can only be employed in the most menial tasks. From the figures given by the Greek authorities themselves it appears that not more than 350 members of the Muslim minority have found employment in the Greek civil service, including the teachers. We think that it would help them to integrate better into Greek society if they had a better knowledge of the Greek language. 

G.  
The media

43.  
Television programmes from Turkey are widely available in the region, provided of course one has a satellite dish. There is no television station of the minority itself, but there are three radio stations which is, however, not very much compared to the 2,000 radio stations there are in Greece. It is also said that they are under continuous surveillance.

44.  
From the official side it is said that there are too many radio stations in Greece and that the three radio stations of the minority quite often do not respect the regulations or observe the technical norms. 

45.  
Although the Muslim minority is allowed to publish its own newspapers and magazines in Turkish, the distribution of newspapers, magazines and books published in Turkey is very difficult. One of the members of parliament we met told us that he had a subscription to a Turkish daily newspaper, but that he could only receive its edition printed in Germany. However, in the 60s it had been possible to buy Turkish newspapers in Thrace, but then it was not possible to take them back after a journey to Turkey. Apparently it is now the other way around.

46.  
When in Komitini we were approached by a journalist/editor of a small weekly who told us that for over three years she had been applying for membership of the Greek Association of Journalists in Athens. Although her request for membership had never been formally rejected she was still waiting for an official reply. When she rang the association, she was always put off. She felt this was clearly an example of unofficial discrimination which prevented her from obtaining an official press card and from getting any advertisement from official sources. 

47.  
Freedom of expression is a basic fundamental right which is laid down in Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights. In accordance with this article the right to freedom of expression shall include freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart information and ideas without interference by public authority and regardless of frontiers. We call upon the Greek authorities to respect these provisions fully with regard to the Muslim community.

H.  
Freedom of movement

48.  
The members of the Muslim minority to whom we spoke did not raise with us the question of freedom of movement and their right to leave the country and meet relatives abroad – particularly in Turkey. This makes us think that there are no great problems here. On the other hand, Mr Cemali, the appointed Mufti of Komotini, told us that the Turkish authorities had drawn up a "black" list of members of the Muslim community who had supported him and subsequently these people were refused entry into Turkey. There were about 250 of them and they included lawyers, doctors and other intellectuals. If these allegations are true we recommend, of course, that the Turkish authorities change their policy and admit these persons on the same basis and conditions as others are being admitted to the country.

I.  
Real property

49.  
We received some reports that it was difficult for members of the minority to accede to real property or to get building permits. It is also claimed that thousands of plots of land belonging to members of the Muslim minority had been expropriated without any real purpose. The report by the international Helsinki Federation for Human Rights deals to some extent with this problem – as do other reports – but we, admittedly, had little time to go into the details of these claims.

50.  
The authorities, on the other hand, indicate that of all the transactions of real property in the region 50 % is from Christians to Muslims, 42% among Muslims and only 8% from Muslims to Christians. There are no limitations at all for members of the minority to acquire land except in the military areas near the borders, but there is a general interdiction which prevents anybody from buying real estate there. 

 
The authorities also reject the idea that the minority was subject to discrimination in respect of building permits. But, of course, they too must respect the regulations in force which, of course, do not allow for building whatever or wherever one likes to do so. It was perhaps true that in the past the members of the minorities had great difficulty in getting building permits and that they, for that reason, started to build houses illegally. However, at present they could get permits but they still continue to build illegally. Although the authorities close their eyes from time to time they could not always allow everything. Mr Stavropoulos, the Prefect of Rodopi (Komotini), said that in his district no application for the building of a mosque had ever been rejected and that town-planning rules had even been infringed in order to allow for the building of a mosque, including its minaret. In the village of Philia near Komotini, which we visited, everybody seemed to agree that they had had problems with permits, etc. in the past, but not at present. This is also a sign of the general overall improvement of the situation of the minority.

51.  
It seems reasonable to expect that members of the minority should respect the law in a similar way as other citizens of the State.

J.  
Other minorities

52.  
During our short visit we concentrated on the situation of the Muslim minority in Thrace. From time to time we also discussed the situation of other minorities, but they are not the subject of this report. For instance, in Komotini there are some 5,000 Roma, most of whom are Muslims, although there are also a number of Christian Roma. Then there are those who do not want to be considered as either Christians or Muslims and who speak their own language. 

53.  
One of the schools we visited was a "gymnasium" or junior high school and vocational school in the "Pomak" region north of Xanthi. "Pomaks" seems to be a nickname for a population which is of Slavonian origin and which arrived in Thrace before the Ottomans. The "Pomaks" are Muslims but speak their own language. When in the region we could admire the beautiful costumes of the women and girls. It appears that there are no real problems with them. Apparently the Greek population accepts the special character of the "Pomak" population better than the character of those of Turkish origin. If a person wants to identify himself as a "Pomak" or a Roma it seems there is little problem for him to do so. During one of our conversations it was observed that, for employment contracts, preference was frequently given to the "Pomak" worker over one of Turkish origin. 

54.  
The situation of other minorities, such as those of Macedonian origin, falls outside the scope of this report. 

K.  
The Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities

55.  
The Council of Europe's Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities was opened for signature in 1995 and entered into force in February 1998. It has now been ratified by 27 member States and signed by 9 others. Greece signed the Convention and promised to ratify it soon. 

56.  
The Convention formulates a number of vaguely defined objectives and principles, the observation of which is an obligation of the Contracting States. From a substantive point of view, the Framework Convention therefore does not add anything to the existing international treaties by which Greece is bound. In fact, the Athens Treaty of 1913 and the Lausanne Treaty of 1923 clearly and precisely define a large number of rights for the Muslim minority in Greece and the non-Muslim minority in Turkey, as well as the corresponding obligations for the Contracting States. In addition, the European Convention on Human Rights lays down a number of very concrete rights and freedoms which any individual may invoke before the European Court of Human Rights after exhaustion of local remedies. In accordance with the provisions of the Framework Convention, an advisory committee was set up which could effectively monitor the situation of the Muslim minority on a very serious and very professional basis. 

57.  
We therefore are very much in favour and earnestly hope that Greece will ratify the Convention as soon as possible in accordance with its promises. 

L.  
Conclusions

58.  
From the chapters above it may appear that a number of improvements could be made to the situation of the Greek Muslim minority of Turkish origin in Thrace. It is not a situation of severe human suffering, but rather a situation of persons who feel that – on some occasions – they are treated as second-class citizens not fully enjoying all the rights they would have enjoyed if they had happened to be members of the majority in Greece. The fact that they are not recognised as a national minority is among the basic problems of the situation. Among the other problems we noted are the system of appointment of the Muftis and of the boards of the Wakfs, the education system (including the lack of Turkish schoolbooks) and the factual discrimination of the members of the minority when seeking employment in the civil service because of insufficient knowledge of the Greek language. No doubt a great number of bureaucratic measures and decisions are taken against the interests of members of the minority, but – on the other hand – one must not exclude that minority members quite frequently do not respect the regulations.

59.  
As regards further action to be taken, we think that there should not or not yet be a debate in the Assembly, but that the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights should continue its monitoring task. In this respect we would propose visiting the region again in one and half or two years' time, together with the rapporteurs of the Political Affairs Committee and the Committee on Culture and Education, to see what progress has been made in the meantime. Thus the Committee would exercise its low-key monitoring role which – in the end – should be helpful to all those concerned.

APPENDIX I

Programme of the visit

of the Rapporteurs to Thrace and Athens

26-29 September 1999

Sunday 26 September 1999


Arrival of the Rapporteurs

17 h

Departure to Komotini

21 h 30
Dinner with Mr T. Theodorou, Head of the Political Affairs Department of the Foreign Office in Thrace

Monday 27 September 1999

9 h 30
Meeting with the Secretary General of East Macedonia and Thraki, 

Mr Kambelis

10 h 30
Meeting with the Prefect of Rodopi, Mr S. Stavropoulos


Visit to a primary school for Muslims and to a mosque


Meeting with the appointed Mufti of Rodopi, Mr Cemali


Lunch


Meeting with elected representatives of the local authorities and in particular those of Turkish, Pomak and Rom origin in the village of Filyra

20 h 30
Dinner hosted by the Secretary General of East Macedonia and Thraki, Mr Kambelis

Tuesday 28 September 1999

9 h
Departure to Xanthi

10 h
Meeting with the Muslim members of parliament from Xanthi and Rodopi: -     Mr Birol Akifoglu (New Democracy)

· Mr Galip S. Galip (PASOK)

· Mr Mustafa Mustafa (Coalition of the Left and of Progress)

11 h
Meeting with Mr Mehmet Emin Agen, "elected" Mufti of Xanthi

12 h
Meeting with the Prefect of Xanthi, Mr G. Pavlidis

13 h 30
Visit of the "Gymnasium" of Sminthi (junior high school and vocational school)

14 h 30
Lunch hosted by the Prefect of Xanthi, Mr G. Pavlidis

17 h
Visit of a minority "Gymnasium" in Xanthi.

18 h
Departure to Kavala

21 h
Departure to Athens

Wednesday 29 September 1999

12 h

Appointment with the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr G. Papandreou

13 h
Appointment with the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Mr C. Rokofyllos

17 h 
Departure of the rapporteurs

APPENDIX II

List of working documents consulted by the Rapporteurs

1. Letter of 18 May 1999 from Mr Joseph Micheloyannis, Chairperson of the Greek Parliamentary Delegation, to the Chairperson of the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights 

2. Letter of 26 August 1999 from Mr Cevdet Akçali, member of the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights, to Mr Solonari, Rapporteur

3. Document AS/Mon (1998) 12, dated 27 January 1998 – Draft opinion to the Bureau by the rapporteurs of the Monitoring Committee

4. Greek Helsinki Monitor Minority Rights Group – Greece – Report on Greece to the 1999 OSCE implementation  meeting, dated 22 September 1999

5. Human Rights Watch – The Turks of Western Thrace, January 1999

6. International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights – OSCE Review Conference: Human Dimension Issues, Vienna – Istanbul, 1999

7. US Department of State – Greece country report on human rights practices for 1998

� Samim Akgonul (Memoire de maitrise d’histoire. Juin 1996, p.121) gives varying but not very different estimates. 





� Greece: The Turks of Western Thrace. Vol.11, No. 1 (D). 


� HYPERLINK http://www.hrw.org/hrw/reports/1999/greece/index.htm ��http://www.hrw.org/hrw/reports/1999/greece/index.htm�, p.1.





