Dear Mrs. Ursula von der Leyen,
We write to you to draw your attention to the continuing push-back incidents
on the Greek-Turkey border and request your support in ending this most
heinous practice which has so far claimed so many lives and ruined a lot more.
Greek Migration Minister Notis Mitarachi said, at an EU meeting in early
October 2021, that Greece would investigate reports that some of its officials
were illegally pushing back migrants at the border after it was pressed by the
EU to do so following an outcry from the international community over the
increasing number of push-back claims.
Only a couple of weeks later, Murat 729, a decommissioned Turkish cargo ship
carrying some 380 immigrants, including women and children, was towed away
from Crete by the Greek coast guard, which responded to a distress call from
the ship. Only after videos shot by the immigrants on board the ship started
circulating on social media, the ship was finally brought to shore after 4 days
and 500 miles sailing back and forth between Greece and Turkey.
According to The European Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE), “the
number of pushbacks from Greece nearly doubled in 2021… and the number
of arrivals to the islands is at the lowest in nine years with people pushed
towards other, more deadly routes.”
The nationalities of the immigrants who have been pushed back by the Greek
authorities reveals an even more concerning fact. While most of the
immigrants seem to come from countries from Syria, Afghanistan and Pakistan,
the number of Turkish citizens within such immigrants has steeply increased
following President Erdogan’s crackdown on the members of the Gülen
movement and the Kurdish activists in the aftermath of the coup attempt in
July 2016.

In the last few years, Turkey has turned into a country with one of the worst
human rights records in the world. In the last 6 years, approximately 2 million
Turkish citizens have been charged with terrorism offences and 512,000 of them
have been prosecuted. 320,000 people have been convicted, and 131,000 people
have been imprisoned. There are currently more than 30,000 Turkish citizens,
including the sick, the elderly, the disabled and children, who are being held in
Turkish prisons on grounds of bogus terrorism charges.
The Turkish nationals who are trying to flee Turkey are doing so in fear of
persecution. Turkish asylum seekers who are pushed back by Greece, face
immediate arrest, lengthy prison sentences, ill-treatment and torture.
OpenDemocracy has recently reported that “interviews and documents received
from lawyers in Greece and Turkey, as well as from family members of victims and
victims themselves allege that Greece carried out at least 233 illegal 'pushbacks' of
Turkish nationals since May 2021 alone, compared to 98 push-backs tracked in
2019.’’
By pushing back Turkish citizens to Turkey where they are subjected to unlawful
imprisonment, Greece has constantly been violating the international law of
prohibition of refoulement as well as its many other international human rights
obligations.
We therefore ask;
the Greek government not to further delay the setting up/designation of the
body which will be tasked with the investigation of push-back allegations which
will include representatives of independent organisations.
That all push-back incidents are thoroughly investigated, and those
responsible are brought to justice.
That access to asylum is ensured at the borders, and all procedural or
geographical restrictions, either legal or practical, with regard to claiming
asylum are lifted.
We also ask for your kind support to ensure that the above is done without further
delay.
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