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This report was prepared for submission to the United Nations’ Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) for the consideration of the combined eighth and ninth periodic reports of Greece at the 87th Session of the CEDAW Committee on 6 February 2024. 
1. We would like to remind to the Committee that Greece has not submitted the Eighth Periodic Report which was supposed to be submitted by 1 March 2017; and that furthermore it has failed to submit the Ninth Report which was supposed to be submitted in 2023. But it submitted its combined eighth and ninth reports only on 8 May 2023.  
2. In the 170th paragraph of the Greece report, with the expression ‘‘Muslim minority in Thrace’’, it is indicated that 240 positions of Islamic Religion teachers were allocated in the Mufti Offices in Thrace to encourage the religious and spiritual development of the Minority. It should be noted that the status and rights of the Turkish community in Western Thrace in the religious field and that this status has been damaged by the state. As the Muslim community in Western Thrace, although our status and rights in the religious field were determined by the 1830 Protocol, the 1881 Treaty, the 1913 Treaty of Athens and the 1923 Lausanne Peace Treaty, and our autonomy was officially recognised, as the Muslim community, we cannot exercise our autonomy in the religious field.

The Constitution defines freedom of religion and conscience as inviolable. The Greek Orthodox Church, which is the dominant religion in the country, the Greek Jewish Community and the ‘‘Muslim Minority in Thrace’’ are defined as having legal entity status under public law. The state does not intervene in the Greek Orthodox Church, which is defined as the dominant religion in the coutnry, nor in the Jewish Community of Greece, but the Turkish community in Western Thrace, that is, the Muslim Minority in religious terms, is under state control and intervention. In simple terms, while the Jewish Community is free and autonomous in the religious field, the Turkish community in Western Thrace is not free and autonomous, although it has been rendered autonomous by virtue of the international agreements.
With Law No. 2345 (1920), adopted on the basis of the 1913 Treaty of Athens, the election of the muftis by the community continued until 1991, but with the law adopted in 1991, this right was taken away from our community, and the muftis are thus appointed from among the candidates nominated by the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs. Since this right was taken away from us, our community in Komotini and Xanthi has elected its own religious leaders. Today, there is a dual structure: appointed muftis, who are not accepted by the community, and muftis elected by the community.

Although our community has been rendered autonomous in the field of religion in accordance with the international agreements and has the right to elect its religious leaders and manage its religious institutions, the right to elect muftis, the religious leaders of the Muslim Turkish community in Western Thrace, has been taken away by the state.

The statement in the report submitted by Greece that 240 positions of Islamic Religion teachers were allocated in the Mufti Offices in Thrace in order to promote the religious and spiritual cultivation of the Minority does not reflect the truth. The report further indicates that the salaries of the 240 religion teachers in Thrace are paid by the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, and that their task is to teach the Quran to minority students in primary and secondary public schools in Thrace, as well as in mosques in Thrace. This practice which is deemed as positive is a clear intervention in the autonomous structure of our community in the religious field. Our community has been opposing the Law known as the ‘‘Law of 240 Imams’’ from the very beginning. Indeed, the religious officials who teach Islamic religion lessons in public schools do not have competence in the field, these religious officials are included in the authority of appointed muftis, whom our community does not recognise as such. Moreover, in public schools, Islamic lessons are taught to our children in Greek. In practice, this law allows the government to exercise state control over religion through the appointment of religious officials, such as imams, to mosques and public schools under the authority of (appointed) official Muftis in Xanthi, Komotini, and Didymoteicho.

3. At the 266th paragraph of the report submitted by Greece, a reference is made to the Presidential Decree No. 52/20199 and in the 262nd paragraph, there is further a reference to Law No. 4964/2022, which is claimed to have been implemented with the aim of upgrading and modernising the Mufti institutions in Western Thrace with respect to the rights of women. Regarding Law No. 4964/2022 on the modernisation of the Mufti Offices, most of the provisions of the law, apart from the innovations brought by the elections of the Muftis, are the revised version of the articles in the Presidential Decree No. 52/2019 issued about the previous Mufti Offices. With Presidential Decree No. 52/2019, the Mufti Offices have been turned into state offices under the management and control of the state, where only the state language Greek is spoken.
The Turkish community in Western Thrace persistently opposed the Presidential Decree and the Law on the Modernisation of the Mufti Offices, but the objections of our community have not been considered. This law further damages our autonomous structure in the religious field, as the mufti offices have been completely subordinated to the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs and have been transformed into ordinary public offices. Although the provisions regarding the organisational chart of the Mufti Offices are perceived as an effort to bring the functioning of the Mufti Offices to a more organised and modern structure, they are actually trying to completely purge the autonomous structures of the Mufti Offices. The administrative functioning of the Mufti Offices is completely placed under the control of the Ministry of Education. Persons who will work in the administrative units of the Mufti offices, whether contracted or civil servants, do not have to be Muslim or from the minority; the possibility of horizontal transfer of civil servants from other units to the Mufti Offices increases the control and authority of the state over our community through religion. While the state does not intervene in the process of choosing the religious leaders of other religious communities living in its country, it continues to intervene in a manner contrary to the religious autonomy of the Turkish community.
4. As stated in paragraphs 262-265 of the report submitted by Greece, it is explained that the three (appointed) muftis in Komotini and Didymoteicho have jurisdiction regarding family and inheritance law according to traditional Islamic law. In the report, Greece further notes that it has become preferential to apply to the (appointed) Mufti who has jurisdiction over common civil law provisions. As indicated in the report, it should not be forgotten that any decision made by the (appointed) Muftis before the adoption of the law becomes legally binding only after it is approved by the Greek courts. In accordance with Article 5(3) of Law No. 1920/1991 on the Mufti Offices, the courts are authorised and responsible not to implement the decisions of the Mufti Offices that are contrary to the Greek Constitution, including gender equality provisions.
We would like to remind that following the Hatice Molla Sali v. Greece (Application No. 20452/14) case, the judicial powers of the muftis were rendered optional within the framework of Law No. 4511/2018 as a result of the vote in the Parliament by amending the 5th article of Law No. 1920/1991 (A11). The community was not consulted, and a unilateral and imposing approach was pursued by the government.
At this point, we would like to point out that although this practice is shown as a positive step, Western Thrace Turks have also resorted to national law instead of applying to the (appointed) muftis in matters related to civil law in the past.
The decision-maker here should not be the state, but the Turkish community in Western Thrace itself, because it should not be forgotten that the Minority has been granted religious autonomy. However, as in all other issues, while the state did not interfere with other religions, it continues to interfere in all issues related to our Minority, and this is proof.

Women’s Access to Justice
The report submitted by Greece does not mention the importance of the activities of women’s non-governmental organisations, especially women’s NGOs belonging to the vulnerable groups and minorities. At this point, we would like to touch upon the obstruction of the freedom of association of the women’s associations belonging to the Turkish community in Western Thrace.
Although the Constitution and law ensures freedom of association, domestic courts continue to impose legal restrictions on associations of people who identify as ethnic Macedonians or Turks as indicators of a collective ethnic identity.
In Greece, the Xanthi Turkish Union, Komotini Turkish Youth Union and Western Thrace Turkish Teachers’ Union were dissolved by the local courts in 1986, and the Court of Cassation decided to dissolve the associations on grounds that their aim was to spread the idea that there was an ethnic Turkish minority.
The Xanthi Turkish Association, the first association of the Turkish community in Western Thrace in Greece, was established in 1927 and closed in 1986. The Xanthi Turkish Union applied to the European Court of Human Rights after a 22-year domestic legal struggle. After the registration applications of the Evros Prefecture Minority Youth Association, established in 1995, and the Cultural Association of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Xanthi, established in 2001, were rejected by the local courts, both associations applied to the ECtHR. In these three cases, now known as the Bekir-Ousta and Others Group of Cases, the ECtHR ruled that our country Greece, violated Article 11 of the European Convention on Human Rights regarding freedom of assembly and association in 2007 and 2008. 15 years after the ECtHR judgments, the domestic cases have not been reopened by the local courts in light of the judgments of the European Court and case-law.
One of these three associations mentioned is the Cultural Association of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Rodopi. Established in 2001 by the Turkish women belonging to the Turkish community in Western Thrace in the Prefecture of Rodopi, the registration of the association was rejected by the national courts due to the word ‘‘Turkish’’ in the name of its official registration application. Having exhausted its domestic remedies with the final negative decision of the Court of Cassation in 2003, the association applied to the ECtHR in 2005. Following the ECtHR judgment, the legislative amendment that would enable the execution of the ECtHR judgments was accepted by the Greek national courts on 10 October 2017, but the Court of Appeal of Thrace did not accept the application made after the adoption of Law No. 4491/2017, claiming that a new application could not be made with the same basis and request. In 2021, the Court of Cassation held the appeal hearing of the Cultural Association of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Rodopi. In 2022, the Court of Cassation also rejected the appeal of the Cultural Association of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Rodopi. With this decision, the Cultural Association of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Rodopi has exhausted its domestic legal remedies, and it has no choice but to wait for Greece to execute the judgments of the ECtHR. 
It should not be forgotten that the ECtHR judgments regarding the Bekir-Ousta and Others group of cases have not been executed by Greece for the past 15 years. It is obvious that similar cases will come before the ECtHR in the future as long as the ECtHR judgments regarding the three associations in the Bekir-Ousta and Others Group of Cases are not executed. At this point, following the ECtHR judgments, the application for the establishment was also rejected due to the word ‘‘Turkish’’ in its name. The registration request of the Cultural Association of the Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Xanthi, which was intended to be established in Xanthi, was rejected by the final decision of the Court of Cassation in 2017. This association applied to the ECtHR on 10 July 2018. In the decision rendered by the Committee of Ministers on 25 September 2019, the Committee noted with deep regret that the registration of another association in the region of Thrace was rejected in 2017 by the Supreme Court of Appeals on grounds already criticised in the 2008 judgments of the European Court. The relevant association applied to the European Court of Human Rights in 2019.
The refusal to register these two women’s associations prevents the cultural and social development of not only Turkish women living in Rodopi and Xanthi but all women in the region. Indeed, these unregistered associations cannot organise any events because they cannot become active.
Greece should take all necessary measures for the execution of the ECtHR judgments in the Bekir-Ousta group of cases without delay and allow the registration of associations with the word ‘‘Turkish’’ in their names. Given the lack of concrete progress in the ineffective procedure for reopening civil cases in the Bekir-Ousta group of cases, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe should initiate the infringement procedure against Greece.
The Committee should call upon Greece to do the following with respect to the Turkish community in Western Thrace:
1. Greece should restore the educational and religious autonomy of the Turkish community in Western Thrace in accordance with the status and rights granted by the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne.
2. Greece must ensure that everyone is effectively protected against all forms of discrimination and can fully enjoy their rights under the Treaty of Lausanne and other international human rights treaties.
3. Greece must respect the freedom of association of the Turkish community in Western Thrace and execute the ECtHR judgments fully and immediately.
4. Greece should ensure that the Muslim Turkish community enjoys the right to elect its own religious leaders, like other recognised religions in Greece, and recognise the muftis elected by the community as the official religious leaders of the Turkish community in the region.
5. Greece must not intervene in matters of religion, faith, belief or the organisation of a religious group, and must dissociate itself from any matter that can be considered internal affairs, and must therefore fully respect the religious rights and freedom of religion or belief granted to the Turkish community in Western Thrace and accordingly, it should cancel Law Number 4115/2023, Presidential Decree No. 52/2019 and Law Number 4964/2022 with respect to the Modernisation of the Mufti Offices. In full respect for the religious autonomy of the Turkish community in Western Thrace, no intervention should be realised without consultation and prior approval of the Turkish community.
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