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INTRODUCTION
Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) enshrines
a fundamental and broad right to religion, without coercion.1 Yet the Macedonian
Orthodox Christian (MOC) minority, along with other minorities, of Greece and Bulgaria
has continually been denied this right. This submission draws attention to the systemic
and coercive policies of Greece and Bulgaria that impair and contravene the freedom of
religion for these minorities. According to their governments, the ethnic Macedonian
minority does not exist, thereby nullifying the basis for this minority to practice its
religion within their territories. This report strongly contends that the efforts of the Greek
and Bulgarian governments in denying the existence of an ethnic Macedonian minority
and depriving Macedonians in their territories with the right to associate with a MOC
church, undermines the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goal 16 (SDG
16) in Southeastern Europe. Detailed background concerning the Macedonian minority
and other minorities in Greece and Bulgaria is provided herein, followed by a discussion
of the issues arising from the suppression of freedom of religion. Lastly and most
relevantly to achieving SDG 16, policy recommendations for the elimination of
intolerance and discrimination are outlined for implementing initiatives aimed at attaining
religious freedom, on an equal footing, for the MOC minority and other minorities in
Greece and Bulgaria.

BACKGROUND
The geographic region of Macedonia, corresponding to the modern territories of the
Republic of Macedonia, Northern Greece, Southwestern Bulgaria and parts of Eastern
Albania, was historically under the dominion of the Macedonian Orthodox Archbishopric
Church of Ohrid for 8 centuries.2 Due to political and colonial motives, the Greek
Orthodox Patriarchate of Constantinople abolished the Archbishopric Church of Ohrid in
1767.3 Since then, Macedonians have been fighting to regain church service in their
mother tongue, establish a native-born church hierarchy, and for their very existence
against both the Greek and Bulgarian (following the establishment of the Bulgarian
Exarchate Church in 1870) assimilationist propaganda, until the reestablishment of the
MOC in 1967.4
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Despite the non-recognition of the Macedonian minorities in Greece and Bulgaria, the
very existence of a minority group does not depend on legislative recognition.5 It is
sufficient for a group to declare themselves a minority. It is important to note here that
the only minority that is recognized in Greece is the Muslim religious minority.6
Furthermore, no accurate government census data exists in either country concerning
the Macedonian minority.7 The active exclusion of the Macedonian minority from Greek
and Bulgarian structures, institutions and official data becomes troublesome when trying
to secure peaceful, just and inclusive minorities under SDG 16, which will be further
explored in relation to the limitations on Macedonians’ religious freedoms.
ISSUES
The international community has often forgot the Macedonian minorities of Greece and
Bulgaria, as if they are meant to be invisible and unheard. This has stemmed from the
ongoing denial that the Macedonian minority exists, especially in Greece. Although both
countries deny the existence of a Macedonian minority, there are differences in the way
they do this. Whilst Bulgaria suppresses the Macedonian identity, claiming its culture
and language as Bulgarian, Greece suppresses all aspects of Macedonian identity,
culture and language as a form of assimilation. These discriminatory government
policies have their intended effect of profoundly disempowering the Macedonian
minority; considered unworthy of being given a voice over their own freedoms of thought
and religion. Notwithstanding the existence of international covenants protecting these
freedoms, the domestic policies of Greece and Bulgaria have effectively rendered these
protections useless with the Macedonian minority still lacking visibility and agency. This
is emphasized by the Greek delegation's statement at the 12th session of the Working
Group on Minorities in 2006:
“References to the so-called “Macedonian” minority in Greece are misleading and do
not correspond to existing realities... a small number of persons who live in Northern
Greece use... a Slavic oral idiom... does not indicate the existence of national
5
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minority, since the persons using this idiom have never considered themselves as
having a distinct ethnic or national identity..." 8
Moreover, Greece’s official response to the 2009 European Commission Against
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) report stated that Greece does not have an obligation to
recognize a Macedonian minority, nor grant rights to it that are guaranteed by human
rights treaties, as a Macedonian minority does not exist.9 This stance by Greece is in
violation of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), as highlighted by the
Sidiropoulos and Others v. Greece, where a Macedonian cultural and intellectual/artistic
association was denied registration on the grounds that its members were promoting
the idea that there is a Macedonian minority in Greece.10 The European Court of Human
Rights (ECtHR) subsequently decided that Greece’s ruling was in violation of Article 11
of the ECHR.11 Furthermore, local Greek Orthodox Church (GOC) priests called for
demonstrations against Vinožito,12 a Florina based political party founded in 1995,
whose goal was to represent the ethnic Macedonian Minority of Greece.13 The party’s
offices were violated, its members attacked and a bilingual sign in Greek and
Macedonian was stolen.14 According to the party, Greek media has slandered it15 and
its campaigns have been sabotaged.16
Numerous minorities, including the Macedonian minority, have been subjected to
discrimination in areas including employment, education, housing, health and state
allowances and the administration of justice.17 Racism against minorities is present in
public discourse, at times escalating to violence.18 In particular, Golden Dawn, a neo8
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Nazi party,19 regularly uses anti-Macedonian rhetoric.20 For example, in 2018 an alleged
Golden Dawn associate/member killed an Albanian citizen because they disagreed on
the Macedonian Name Issue.21 According to the Macedonian Albanian minority, the
victim was an ethnic Macedonian.22 There have also been instances where Golden
Dawn members have protested against the participation of artists from the Republic of
Macedonia in local ethnic Macedonian festivals.23
Following the Greek paradigm, “none of the rights stipulated in the Framework
Convention on National Minority Rights have been granted to the Macedonian
minority”.24 The Bulgarian government “denies the existence of the ethnic Macedonian
minority, and Pomak minority, – claiming that both groups are in fact ethnic
Bulgarians”.25 Despite its extensive anti-discrimination laws and policies, Bulgaria is
continually found in violation of minority rights. For example, the Sofia Court of Appeal
refused to register the Macedonian association “OMO Ilinden-Pirin” based on the
Bulgarian notion that a Macedonian ethnic minority does not exist.26 Bulgaria justified its
decision by means of Article 11(4) of the Constitution, which prohibits the formation of
“political parties on ethnic, racial, or religious lines”; yet this is incompatible with Article
11 of the ECHR.27 Therefore, the ECtHR (2005, 2006) found that Bulgaria had impinged
19
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on the rights of the Macedonian minority to the freedom of association and assembly
and described the dissolution of OMO Ilinden-Pirin as “unjustified”.28 In 2007, violent
incidents targeting OMO Ilinden-Pirin took place in Blagoevgrad where an openly antiMacedonian mayor blocked the party’s proceedings and ordered the arrest of
participants.29 Despite this, the Bulgarian government maintains that this group does
“not face any problems… specific only to them”.30
Freedom of religion is not merely an individual right but rather has an important
collective dimension. Religious communities typically exist in the form of organized
structures, and thus religious freedom is intertwined with the rights safeguarding
associative life against unjustified state interference. Viewed in this light, freedom of
religion includes the right to manifest one’s religion collectively with others,
encompassing the expectation that believers will be allowed to associate freely, without
arbitrary state intervention. Greece and Bulgaria are parties to the ICCPR, the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and the ECHR, which impose an obligation on them to
respect these very freedoms and rights. However, both states continuously fail to
uphold their international obligations when it comes to the treatment of their ethnic and
religious minorities. Discriminatory practices against the Macedonian minority and other
minorities have stemmed from government legislation and policy, or a lack thereof.
Greece has strong constitutional protections31 and anti-discrimination laws32 concerning
the freedom of religion. However, these protections, much like Greece’s international
obligations, are largely unenforced. The Greek Constitution prescribes the Eastern
Orthodox faith as “the prevailing religion”, and formal separation between the Church
and the state does not exist.33 This has led to the GOC adopting a role as a de-facto
organ of the Greek government: it receives funding from the state, has a seat in
Parliament and its clergymen are considered public servants, placing the GOC in a
superior position over other religions.34 Furthermore, the extent to which religious
minorities, such as MOC followers and others, can freely express themselves is limited
due to various biased bureaucratic structures imposed by both the state and the GOC.35
Proselytism and cremation are illegal, and the GOC and the government must firstly
28
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approve the establishment of religious buildings.36 If approved, they are registered as
“legal entities of private law”, and for the religious minority to then own their religious
buildings; they must be registered as corporate legal entities or non-profit
organizations.37 Currently, only Muslims and Jews are legal entities of private law. This
subordination process places other religious minorities on the periphery in terms of
freedom of expression, assembly and association.38 The result is the erosion of the
foundations necessary to achieve a peaceful, just and inclusive society.
Due to the GOC hegemony, the MOC community has been unable to freely express
itself and practice freedom of association and assembly, as exemplified by the
mistreatment of its religious leader, Father Nikodim Tsarknias. A former priest of the
GOC, Tsarknias was expelled in 1992 after having declared his Macedonian identity
and speaking Macedonian with his parishioners.39 According to Tsarknias, he has been
under surveillance by the Greek Intelligence Agency, slandered, accused and convicted
by Greek Courts on false charges.40 As per the Greek Helsinki Monitor, some of his
convictions are religious freedom violations, which have set a dangerous precedent of
religious intolerance in the Balkans.41 Tsarknias has reportedly been beaten by Greek
Border Officers,42 choked and harassed by hospital staff,43 and has attracted the
attention of organizations such as Amnesty International.44 Having joined the MOC,
Tsarknias built a MOC parish in his native village offering religious services in the
Macedonian language.45 Established in 2002,46 the parish has been under constant
attack by the Greek media47 and right-wing politicians.48 Apart from denying the right of
36
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religious freedom to the MOC community, the GOC does not baptize children with
Macedonian names and “establishes a network of informants to coordinate with state
police on any human rights activities”.49
Although Bulgaria has no state religion constitutionally or legally declared, Eastern
Orthodox Christianity is considered the “traditional religion”.50 The Bulgarian
Constitution guarantees, “the practicing of any religion shall be unrestricted”.51 Despite
this, religious freedoms are continually being violated. For example, Jehovah’s
Witnesses have been subjected to religious hatred, disruption of worship, vandalism
and defamatory publicity in the media.52 Furthermore, anti-Muslim and anti-Turkish
vandalism has been displayed on city mosques, although Muslims in the region do not
identify as Turkish.53 Moreover, the Bulgarian Orthodox Church (BOC) does not
recognize the MOC as a canonical church, but rather views it as schismatic, illegitimate
and as being created for political reasons.54 Bulgaria’s extensive violations of ethnic
tolerance and minority rights in the ECHR, including violating the right of Macedonians
to assembly by failing to register OMO-Ilinden-Pirin55, suggests that registering a MOC
would be unattainable there. Discrimination against Macedonians has led to a denial of
the Macedonian identity and in turn the violation of human rights.56 Restricting the
assembly of Macedonians in Bulgaria undermines their internationally recognized right
to assemble in religious groups or form MOC churches. With religious freedoms being
intertwined with the freedoms of association and assembly, the MOC community has
become marginalized and unable to express their beliefs collectively with others.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Just, peaceful and inclusive societies under SDG 16 cannot be achieved if minorities
are repeatedly being denied their rights and religious freedoms. It is therefore important
to secure the rights of the Macedonian minority and other minorities in practice in
Greece and Bulgaria.
The following recommendations should be considered:
1. In regard to the 75th session of the UN General Assembly, the Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief should undertake a fact-finding
mission in both Greece and Bulgaria to expose the barriers preventing the MOC
minority and other religious minorities from enjoying their rights. Importantly, the
mission should concentrate on identifying why such barriers continue to occur
despite the fact that Greece and Bulgaria have both been found in violation of
human and minority rights by the ECtHR.57 The UNHRC has also provided
Bulgaria with its own recommendations following a report on minority issues in
Bulgaria in 2012. This report suggested that Bulgaria fully comply with ECHR
rulings and international human rights laws, and “robustly enforce its antidiscrimination and equality laws”.58 The Special Rapporteur’s mission should
therefore analyze why the home countries have not addressed these concerns,
and whether certain systemic domestic barriers continue to exist. Ultimately, the
mission should give agency to those adversely impacted by discriminatory
domestic laws and policies. This will then allow the Special Rapporteur to present
a fully informed objective proposal to the High Commissioner of the UNHRC; in
the hopes further action will be taken on an international level to prompt effective
and real change for minority groups in Greece and Bulgaria.
2. In the area of domestic legislation, the importance of Greece ratifying and
enforcing the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities
(FCNM) is emphasized, while Bulgaria focuses on enforcement. Greece has
already established an independent body, the Ombudsman, which is tasked with
implementing and monitoring anti-discrimination laws;59 therefore, it should
consistently utilize it. Regarding Bulgaria, this will require the development and
implementation of efficient census data collection methods to reflect true
population sizes, along with an ideological shift by the government in its
willingness to acknowledge the Macedonian and Pomak minorities. International
pressure in this respect will be crucial. Concerning the issue of religious hate

57
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speech, Greece needs to take a more active approach in effectively enforcing its
relevant legislation.
3. Greece and Bulgaria be required to issue progress reports on what they have
implemented at a domestic level to enshrine international human rights, including
freedom of religion, in respect of the minorities living there. These states must
take positive measures in accordance with Article 27 of the ICCPR to ensure that
minorities have their fundamental human rights respected as recommended by
the Human Rights Committee.60 It is hoped that this will contribute to the ongoing
compliance with the recommendations, and that breaches will be taken seriously
with sanction or reprimand.

CONCLUSION
The Macedonian minorities of Greece and Bulgaria experience continual violations of
human rights pertaining to identity, language, culture and religion, all of which are
designed to be protected at both the domestic and international levels of governance.
This report highlights the various violations of suppression and denial experienced by
Macedonians and the Macedonian Orthodox Church particularly in the context of
freedom of religion, association and assembly. This is also explored in the cases of
Greece and Bulgaria contravening the rights of other religious minorities. Freedom of
religion is a sacred right protected under international law and thereby any violations
should warrant positive action to remedy. It is considered this should take the form of an
impartial fact-finding mission to inform evidence-based, relevant proposals to the
UNHRC. In this instance, merely more domestic legislation in Greece and Bulgaria is
not regarded as adequate to address these violations. Rather, the active enforcement of
legitimate measures is required on-the-ground in Greece and Bulgaria, to ensure they
meet the objectives of SDG16.
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