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I.
Introduction

1. Let me begin by explaining why this is an unusual topic, with an unusual background, which therefore deserves unusual attention from this Committee.

2. Imbros and Tenedos, or Gökçeada  and  Bozçaada
, are two small Aegean islands, which have been inhabited since times immemorial mostly by ethnic Greeks, and which have been governed throughout their history by numerous overlords, including for many centuries the Ottomans, and, since 1923, the Turkish Republic. The islanders have always been hostages of the ups and downs of relations between Turkey and Greece, and they have suffered terribly in the 1960s and 1970s, when the islands were almost emptied of their original inhabitants. Thanks to the personal initiative of Elsa Papadimitriou and Murat Merçan, the heads of the Greek and Turkish delegations to the Parliamentary Assembly, who had undertaken a fact-finding mission to the islands in 2005 on behalf of the Assembly’s Bureau, hopes are now very high on the islands and beyond that this may become an example of mutually beneficial cooperation between Greece and Turkey. The very fact that these islands are so insignificant – even their “strategic” location at the mouth of the Dardanelles has no importance any more in the day and age of long-range missiles and satellites – should make it possible to overcome old nationalistic reflexes and negotiate a fair deal in the sole interest of the people concerned, namely the old and the new inhabitants of the islands as well as the exiles who have maintained a loving relationship with their old homeland in different ways. Imbros and Tenedos are in a way a “litmus test” for Turkey’s willingness and ability to generously right past wrongs. The positive role which Mr Mercan and Mrs Papadimitriou have played together, and the progressive statements they made during their visit, has raised many hopes among the islanders. I believe that the Parliamentary Assembly has a fair chance of success, playing the role of an honest broker with no ulterior motives. 

3. I should like to add that my own interest in this topic is related to the report I prepared for Committee on Political Affairs in 2003 on “Positive experiences of autonomous regions as a source of inspiration for conflict resolution in Europe”
. I was, and still am, fascinated by the positive way in which the Åland Islands in the Baltic Sea, whilst undisputedly under Finnish sovereignty, have been able to maintain their original Swedish culture. We may be able to draw some inspiration from this Scandinavian success story.

4. This special background of the initiative is also the reason why the Assembly decided to keep the topic of Imbros and Tenedos separate from the wider one that our colleague Mr Hunault is working on – the problems of the Muslim minority of Western Thrace in Greece and those of non-Muslim minorities in Turkey. Imvriots and Tenedians have suffered much too long on account of the principle of reciprocity. If we want to set a positive example, using these small islands as a laboratory for good practices, we must break the link between Imbros and Tenedos and other problems, which unfortunately still have a divisive effect on relations between Greece and Turkey.

5. Proceedings to date include the tabling of the motion (Doc 10536 of 29 April 2005), which was forwarded to the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights for report on 27 January 2006. At its meeting on 13 March 2006, the Committee appointed me as Rapporteur, and on 15 September 2006, it authorised me to undertake a fact-finding visit to the region. I undertook a brief visit to Athens on 22 November 2006 meeting with representatives of the Greek Ministry of Foreign Affairs and representatives of the Diaspora originating from Imbros and Tenedos, and I am planning to visit Turkey, including the islands themselves, in the spring of 2007. 

II.
A short historical overview

6. As you can see from the introduction, it is not the aim of this exercise to investigate past human rights violations and to “name and shame” the perpetrators. In order to develop and propose a fair and reasonable solution for the future, it is nevertheless necessary to understand the historical background of the present situation – even if this background is not flattering for the Turkish Governments of the time - and also for the Greek Governments and the wider international community, which allowed these policies to proceed practically unopposed, for reasons of cold war strategy, economic interests etc.

7. The previously Byzantine islands were annexed by the Ottoman Empire in 1455/56, whilst their ethnic, religious and cultural make-up remained largely unchanged under the mostly tolerant regime of the Ottomans. In 1912, the Imvriot population of 9,456 inhabitants was composed of 9,357 ethnic Greeks and 99 Turks, whereas Tenedos had a more balanced mix of 5,420 Greeks and 1,200 Turks, for a total of 6,620 inhabitants. 

8. Between 1912 and 1923, the islands were drawn into the Greco-Turkish conflict as well as into World War I, and changed hands several times. Whilst the 1920 Treaty of Sèvres, never ratified by Turkey, granted sovereignty over the islands to Greece, the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, negotiated after the Turkish successes in the Anatolian war, gave the islands back to Turkey. But article 14 of the Treaty of Lausanne stipulated a strong regime of local autonomy in favour of the traditional inhabitants:

“The islands of Imbros and Tenedos, remaining under Turkish sovereignty, shall enjoy a special administrative organisation composed of local elements and furnishing every guarantee for the native non-Moslem population in so far as concerns local administration and the protection of person and property. The maintenance of order will be assured therein by a police force recruited from amongst the local population by the local administration above provided for and placed under its orders. The agreements which have been, or maybe, concluded between Greece and Turkey relating to the exchange of the Greek and Turkish populations will not be applied to the inhabitants of the islands of Imbros and Tenedos.”

9. After 1923, as the islanders had feared, the Turkish Government was reluctant to fulfil the undertaking of article 14 of the Lausanne Treaty
. The only provision of law No 1151 of 1927 - purportedly establishing the “special status” of the islands – that was implemented in practice was its Article 14 providing for the abolition of public Greek-language education. 

10. In 1946, the first group of Muslim Turkish citizens were brought to the island by the Turkish government. The 1950’s, with the Democratic Party in power in Turkey, are seen by ethnic Greek Imvriots and Tenedians as a period of tranquillity and liberty. Article 14 of law No 1151 was abrogated and education on the islands regained a semi-autonomous status. 

11. After the military coup in Turkey in 1960, the situation worsened dramatically for the islanders. In 1964, coinciding with inter-communitarian clashes in Cyprus, article 14 of law No 1151 was put in force again and the Greek-language schools were closed. Most of the viable agricultural lands were expropriated, for the construction of a military base, and for the establishment of a state-owned agricultural production enterprise (TIGEM) in 1966. In 1965, an “open prison” was opened on the southwest coast of Imbros. According to testimonies collected by a Turkish researcher
, and presented by Imvriot and Tenedian exiles I met in Athens, the inmates of the “open prison” terrorised mostly ethnic Greek inhabitants to the point of driving many to emigration, whilst the authorities did not intervene. 

12. By a decree of 29 July 1970
, Imbros was renamed Gökçeada, and Greek place names were replaced by Turkish ones. In the following years, the population of entire villages was transferred from the Anatolian mainland to the islands (in 1973, from the Trabzon region, in 1984 from Isparta, Budur and Mukla, and in 2000 from Canakkale and Biga), often in the wake of natural disasters or as part of large hydro dam projects involving the flooding of villages. Significantly, the “open prison” was closed when the new inhabitants from Anatolia had also subsequently suffered from harassment by inmates (after most of the ethnic Greeks had previously left the island).

13. The peak of the exodus of the ethnic Greek islanders was in 1974, following new disturbances triggered by a fresh round of conflict in Cyprus. The numbers speak for themselves: in 1960, 5,487 ethnic Greeks and 289 ethnic Turks lived on the island of Imbros; in 1970, the numbers were 2,571 and 4,020; in 1985, 472 and 7,138; and in 1990, 300 and 7,200
.  

14. Most exiles ended up in Greece, but considerable numbers emigrated to places as far away as the United States, Australia and South Africa. As I could see for myself during my visit to Athens, when I met with many representatives of different groups of exiles, the exiled Imvriots and Tenedians are making a great effort to distinguish themselves from other Greek Diaspora groups, retaining a specific Imvriot and Tenedian identity.

15. The year 1993 brought a new shift in policy towards the islands. Special visa requirements for travelling to Imbros, which had effectively prevented exiles from returning to visit their homeland, were abrogated, and the Government provided funding for the development of tourism. Since 1993, in increasing numbers each year, exiled Imvrians and their offspring come back to their native lands in the summer, especially during Panayia
. The new policy recasts former inhabitants as tourists, welcoming as such those who had once been forced to leave. They are joined by a certain group of wealthy and cultured Istanbulites who come to the islands in search of a “culturally authentic” vacation spot, and who tend to be critical vis-à-vis the destruction wrought on the original culture by earlier “de-hellenisation” policies much in the same way as the exiles themselves.

III.
Conclusion

16. My conclusion, at this stage, can be short: having spoken with the representatives of the Greek Government and with Imvriot and Tenedian exiles, I must now go to Turkey, to talk to the authorities, in Ankara, and visit the islands themselves. It is my intention to undertake this visit in May.

17. Meanwhile, I should like to have the Committee’s approval to change the title of the report under preparation: instead of using merely the English names of the islands, which are really transcriptions of their names in Greek, I should like to suggest adding the Turkish names (Gökçeada and Bozcaada), so that the new title would be “Imbros/Gökçeada and Tenedos/Bozcaada”. 




(  Document declassified by the Committee on 14 May 2007. The Committee also changed the title of the report from "Imbros and Tenedos" to "Gökçeada/Imbros and Bozcaada/Tenedos".


� The commonly used English names of the two islands, a transcript of their Greek names, were used in the motion and are therefore also used in the title of this paper. While the Turkish name of Tenedos – Bozcaada – has been for centuries widely employed by the Turks, who have for centuries formed a sizeable part of its population, Imbros was only renamed as Gökçeada in 1970.


� Doc 9824, 3 June 2003.


� Cf. Alexis Alexandris, Imbros and Tenedos: A Study of Turkish Attitudes Toward two Ethnic Greek Island Communities since 1923, in: Journal of the Hellenic Diaspora.


� Elif Müyesser Babül, “Belonging to Imbros: Citizenship and Sovereignty in the Turkish Republic”, doctoral thesis, Bogazici University, Istanbul  2003.


� Law No 5442/decision 8479.


� Source : Elif Babul, “Belonging to Imbros :Citizenship and Sovereignty in the Turkish Republic” , in: Oxford Balkan Society, South East European Studies Programme, conference on Nationalism, Society and Culture in post-Ottoman South East Europe (St Peter’s College, Oxford, 29-30 May 2004); the publication is an abridged version of the thesis mentioned in note 2 above.


� The Greek orthodox religious festival for the commemoration of the death of Virgin Mary, on 16 August.


� Cf. Elif Babül  (thesis cited in note 2), pp 85, pp 105. 
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