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Comments on Draft General Comment No. 38 on Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Freedom of Association)
The Federation of Western Thrace Turks in Europe (ABTTF) is an international non-governmental organisation established in Germany in 1988. Headquartered in Witten, Germany, ABTTF also has representative offices in Brussels and Athens. Our Federation brings to the attention of international organisations and international NGOs the issues faced by the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace living in Greece in the areas of human rights, education, freedom of religion, freedom of association and democratic participation. In this capacity, ABTTF, which engages in advocacy and lobbying, holds special consultative status with the United Nations ECOSOC. 

The Turkish Minority in Western Thrace is a national minority living in the Western Thrace region of Greece, whose status is guaranteed by the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne. Under the Treaty of Lausanne, the minority possesses autonomy rights in the fields of education and religion. The Turkish Minority in Western Thrace, comprising approximately 150,000 people, faces various challenges in areas such as education in the mother tongue, freedom of association, religious autonomy, recognition of ethnic identity and political representation.

ABTTF welcomes Draft General Comment No. 38, prepared by the United Nations Human Rights Committee regarding Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

ABTTF considers the strong emphasis placed in the Draft General Comment on the relationship between the freedom of association, democracy, pluralism and the rule of law to be of the utmost importance. The statement in the Draft General Comment that violations of the freedom of association targeting minority groups are an indicator of a broader democratic regression is directly consistent with the experiences of the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace.
Associations belonging to the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace, Greece, and bearing the word ‘‘Turkish’’ in their names, have operated officially for around half a century without encountering any obstacles. However, in 1983, Greece dissolved the Xanthi Turkish Union (founded in 1927), the Komotini Turkish Youth Union (founded in 1928) and the Western Thrace Turkish Teachers’ Union (founded in 1936), all of which have the word “Turkish” in their names. Subsequently, in cases known as the Bekir-Ousta and Others group of cases, the European Court of Human Rights ruled in 2007 and 2008 that Greece had violated Article 11 of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which governs the freedom of association
.
Despite these rulings, Greece has systematically refused to execute the ECtHR judgments for almost 18 years. Greece argued that legislative changes were necessary for the rulings to be executed and amended the Code of Civil Procedure in 2017. The applicant associations re-applied to the national courts; however, during this process, the Court of Cassation again rejected the applications, reiterating the ground that the use of the term “Turkish” was contrary to the Treaty of Lausanne.
However, Greece maintains that the community it defines as the “Muslim minority” under the Treaty of Lausanne consists of “people of Turkish, Pomak and Roma origin”. However, whilst Greece permits associations bearing the words “Pomak” or “Roma” in their names to operate, it has dissolved associations containing the word “Turkish” in their names and has not permitted new ones to be established. This differential treatment constitutes a discriminatory interference with the freedom of association and the right of individuals to define their own identity.
The persistence of these violations was confirmed once again by the European Court of Human Rights in its judgment of 24 June 2025 in the case of Sagir and Others v. Greece. The Cultural Association of Turkish Women of the Prefecture of Xanthi sought to be established in 2010 but was not registered by the Greek courts on grounds that the word ‘‘Turkish’’ in its name was misleading. After domestic legal remedies had been exhausted, the matter was brought before the ECtHR, which ruled in 2025 that the refusal to register the association constituted a violation of the freedom of association
. The European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) has stipulated that the term “Turkish” in the name of this association—which was dissolved or refused registration on the same grounds as the three associations in the Bekir-Ousta and Others group of cases—does not pose a threat to public order, and that individuals have the right to freely express their ethnic identity. The Court has explicitly emphasised in this case that individuals cannot be prevented from expressing their ethnic identity and that the use of the word “Turkish” does not pose a threat to a democratic society.
The report
 on the fact-finding visit to Greece carried out in 2025 by the Council of Europe’s Conference of International Non-Governmental Organisations (CINGOs) also noted that, despite the clear judgments of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), the Greek authorities continue to defend the non-execution of the Bekir-Ousta judgments on the basis of vague justifications such as ‘‘geopolitical threats’’ and national sensitivities. The report further states that the prolonged failure to execute the aforementioned judgments has had a negative impact on democratic pluralism and the civic space, and that associations have been deprived of fundamental legal rights such as opening bank accounts, renting premises and carrying out their activities effectively.
Greece established a Committee of Experts in April 2024, claiming to have made progress towards executing the judgments in the Bekir-Ousta and Others group of cases. However, the Committee’s remit, working methods and consultation process have proceeded in an unclear manner. One year after its establishment, the Committee completed its report; however, rather than directly ensuring the execution of the ECtHR judgments, the report contained only recommendations regarding potential methods of execution.
In its review of 10–12 June 2025
, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe called on the Greek authorities to assess the recommendations in the Committee of Experts’ report without delay and to ensure that the status quo ante is restored for the applicants. Nevertheless, in a letter sent to the Committee of Ministers in October 2025, Greece indicated that it had decided to launch a second legislative reform process following the changes made in 2017.
Subsequently, in its Decision No. 1545 of 2–4 December 2025, the Committee of Ministers welcomed the Greek authorities’ decision to amend the Civil Code and encouraged the amendments to be drafted without delay and adopted by Parliament; it postponed the examination of the group of cases until June 2026. This process has effectively bought time for Greece’s long-standing strategy of delaying the execution of judgments of the Bekir-Ousta group of cases as much as possible. Indeed, in a letter sent to the Committee of Ministers on 27 March 2026, the Greek Ministry of Justice explained that the draft legislation was still in the drafting stage and had not yet been finalised.
It warned Greece that no concrete progress had been made ahead of the review by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on 9–11 June 2026 and criticised the failure to provide a clear timetable for the amendments to the Civil Code. The Committee of Ministers requested the preparation of a memorandum setting out the purpose of the amendments to the Civil Code, which would assist national courts in interpreting provisions in line with the case law of the European Court of Human Rights, thereby ensuring the full restoration of the previous situation for the applicant associations and preventing similar violations in the future
.
The Committee of Ministers, which is scheduled to review the draft amendment to the Civil Code in December 2026, is anticipating this development, and Greece is taking every step to prolong the process. This situation once again allows Greece to evade its responsibility to execute the judgments of the European Court of Human Rights fully and effectively, which is one of its obligations under the European Convention on Human Rights. Furthermore, the Greek authorities have failed to fully execute the aforementioned judgments for approximately 18 years. The Xanthi Turkish Union has still not regained its legal status, whilst new associations continue to be blocked on similar grounds.
Whilst the proceedings before the Committee of Ministers continue, associations established by members of the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace continue to face difficulties. Following the ECtHR judgment, the association appealed for the case to be reheard, and the hearing took place on 8 May 2026.
The Western Thrace Fenerbahçe Cultural and Sports Association has been targeted by the Greek authorities on grounds that the phrase “Western Thrace” in its name is contrary to the law and public order, and multiple dissolution cases were brought against it shortly after its establishment. The prosecution argued that the term “Western Thrace” in the association’s name was contrary to public order and national unity; the association was brought before the courts three times within nine months. Finally, on 28 May 2024, the District Court of Rodopi ruled to dissolve the association. This case is a recent example of restrictions on the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace’s freedom of association and right to express their identity. Furthermore, the appeal lodged by the Western Thrace Fenerbahçe Cultural and Sports Association—which had been ordered to be dissolved by the Civil Court of Rodopi on 8 June 2026 pursuant to the Court of Appeal of Thrace’s decision No. 135/2026 on grounds that the phrase “Western Thrace” in its name evoked the Turkish minority—was rejected
. 
As noted in the CINGOs report, the Greek authorities’ approach to the term ‘‘Turkish’’ is still assessed within the framework of relations with Türkiye and geopolitical concerns. However, the ECtHR judgments have clearly established that the expression of minority identity cannot be regarded as a threat to a democratic society. ABTTF believes that the Draft General Comment should more explicitly stipulate that states cannot refuse to register associations solely on grounds that they refer to ethnic or minority identity. The use of abstract grounds such as public order, national unity or geopolitical threats to ban minority associations is incompatible with freedom of association and the prohibition of discrimination.

ABTTF also welcomes the emphasis placed in the Draft General Comment on states’ positive obligations to create an enabling environment for the freedom of association. The challenges faced by the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace demonstrate that violations of the freedom of association are not limited to a single judicial decision; they must be assessed in conjunction with political rhetoric, administrative practices, protracted judicial processes and systematic exclusionary policies.

The emphasis placed in the Draft General Comment on digital threats and the issue of safe civic space is also of the utmost importance. The Draft General Comment rightly notes that digital surveillance, online monitoring and cross-border pressure can have a deterrent effect on the freedom of association. The CINGOs report also highlights serious concerns regarding the surveillance of journalists, civil society organisations and activists in Greece. The report also highlights that online targeting and hate speech directed at individuals active in associations linked to the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace are tolerated. 

According to ABTTF, digital hate speech, online targeting and hostile rhetoric directed at minority associations have a serious deterrent effect on democratic participation and the safe civil sphere. For this reason, it would be beneficial for the Draft General Comment to more explicitly strengthen protections against online hate campaigns, digital surveillance and pressure targeting minority associations, as well as the targeting of minority activists.

Finally, ABTTF considers the Draft General Comment to be an important document in terms of strengthening democratic pluralism, a safe civil society and the rule of law. The problems faced by the Turkish Minority in Western Thrace demonstrate that the freedom to establish associations is inextricably linked to minority rights, the recognition of identity and democratic participation. For this reason, ABTTF calls upon the Human Rights Committee to further strengthen the emphasis in the Draft General Comment on issues relating to minority associations, the right to organise on the basis of identity, the prohibition of discrimination, the effective execution of Court judgments, and digital threats to the freedom of association.
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