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Address by his Grace Bishop Porfyrios, Director of the Office of 
the Church of Cyprus to the European Institutions, 
to the meeting of the British All Party Parliamentary Group for Cyprus  in London on 14th of  September 2011

“Religious Freedom in the Republic of Cyprus”
“Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.” (Article 18, UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights) 
Cyprus possesses a unique history and an ancient civilization that dates back to 9000 BC. Thanks to its geographical location close to the Holy Land, it was one of the earliest countries to embrace Christianity: in 45 AD, when the Apostles Paul, Barnabas and Mark travelled to the island and preached the gospel. It is for this reason that the whole island resembles an open museum of Christian Art, with a huge number of churches and monasteries in urban rural and mountainous areas, frequently decorated with mosaics, murals and icons from every historical period. In Cyprus, the religion of the vast majority of the population – 80% – is Orthodox Christian, while 18% are Muslims and 2% are Maronite Christians, Armenians and Latins. 
 Throughout history, the island’s religious communities coexisted and cooperated together without so much as a single religious conflict! On the contrary, the degree of mutual respect and acceptance was such that, in the towns and villages of Cyprus, Christian churches frequently stood next to Muslim mosques. People lived together, side by side, they took part in one another’s celebrations and they shared one another’s joys and sorrows. 
This long tradition of peace and friendship among the island’s communities was shattered and mortally wounded by the tragic events of 1974. On July 20th of that year, Turkey invaded Cyprus with a large military force and, since then, has continued to occupy 37% of the territory of the Republic of Cyprus, having expelled 170,000 people from their ancestral homes.
In the areas that remain under the control of the government of the Republic of Cyprus, the Turkish Cypriots and other Muslim residents of the island enjoy full religious freedom.  The vast majority of the Muslim mosques have been maintained by the responsible authorities of the Republic. It has been discovered during maintenance work that a large number of mosques were once Christian churches, as Byzantine murals have been discovered beneath layers of plaster. Today, several mosques function in conditions of total freedom so as to adequately serve the religious needs of Muslims living in the government-held areas of the island. 
Unfortunately, the same situation cannot be said to exist in the areas that are under Turkish military occupation. After the 1974 invasion, some 20,000 people, mainly Greek Cypriots and Maronites, remained in their villages in the Karpas Peninsula and the Maronite villages to the west of Kyrenia respectively. This group of people, known since then as “the enclaved”, stayed in their villages in the hope that, following the ceasefire, they would be able to return to their normal lives. Their hopes were quickly dashed. The illegal occupation regime began to implement a policy of oppression, violations of human rights and harassment of the enclaved villagers in a systematic attempt to force them to abandon their homes. Today only around 500 of them still live in the occupied areas. 
The European Court of Human Rights ruled in May 2001 that Turkey was responsible for gross violations of the European Convention on Human Rights in Cyprus, in particular concerning the right of the enclaved to freedom of movement, to religious worship and education and to respect for their private and family life. 
            On Christmas Day 2010, occupation regime forces entered the Church of Saint Synesius in the village of Rizokarpaso during the Divine Liturgy and forced Father Zacharias to remove his liturgical vestments under the threat of arrest while the members of the congregation were obliged to leave the church.   
           After this incident, the occupation regime sealed the church. At the same time, in the village of Agia Triada, Father Constantinos was not granted permission to celebrate the Christmas Liturgy for the enclaved residents of the village. Following an outcry and the condemnation of these actions by the European Parliament on the 20th of January 2011, the authorities of the pseudo-state issued an announcement on the 21st of February 2011 in which they stated:
a. The two priests that were holding religious services for the enclaved were free to do so without requiring permission from the Turkish Cypriot authorities but only in villages where enclaved Christians lived.

b. Other clerics wishing to hold any kind of religious service in a monastery or a church in the occupied areas should submit a request to the so-called authorities for permission to do so ten days in advance. Until February, thirty days’ notice was required.

            Bishop Christoforos of the occupied Karpas Peninsula submitted an application on the 14th of March 2011 to be allowed to celebrate the Divine Liturgy in the Village of Agia Triada on the 25th of March 2011, the Feast of the Annunciation. Having the 21st of February 2011 announcement in mind, he hoped that the occupation authorities would keep their word. Unfortunately their response was negative. His Grace had also submitted requests to celebrate the Divine Liturgy on Easter Sunday, the 24th of April, in the Church of Saint Synesios in the village of Rizokarpaso, and on the 13th of June in the Church of the Holy Trinity in Agia Triada village. Unfortunately his applications were again rejected without any explanation.
          I, Bishop Porfyrios of Neapolis, and Father Savvas Hadjionas submitted our applications to celebrate the Divine Liturgy on the 25th of April in the Church of Saint George at Vatili village, on the 4th of June in the same church and on the 13th of August in the Church of Saint Efymianos in the village of Lysi. All three responses were negative. In one case, the explanation was that the church was unavailable as it had been allocated to the so-called “Ministry of Education” to be used as a youth centre!
          For propaganda purposes, the occupation regime allows the Divine Liturgy to be celebrated in a very small number of Orthodox churches (around 19) out of a total of 575, and in most cases just once a year (in the Church of Saint Mamas at Morphou and the Church of Saint Prokopios at Sygkrasi).
          Copies of the New Testament and prayer books destined for the children of the junior and high schools of the occupied village of Rizokarpaso were confiscated by the occupation regime. On the 17th of March 2011 Archimandrite Gregorios Ioannides, Mr. Michalakis Loizides (a Theologian and Surveyor) and Mr. Georgios Ilia (a teacher), attempted to donate these books to the enclaved pupils of Rizokarpaso as gifts. With the books, they also took with them icons of Christ, the Virgin Mary, Saint Barnabas and Saint Spyridon, some simple censers and incense. At the Pergamos checkpoint, the Turkish military authorities discovered the books and refused to allow them through, claiming that special permission had not been obtained. They also promised to return all the confiscated items but this, unfortunately, never happened. The occupation forces later claimed that they would hand them to the Head of the school, which they did not do either.
          Several Turkish Cypriot newspapers, particularly Kibris, Volkan and Afrika in their issues of Friday the 18th of March 2011, reported on the latest violation of religious freedom by the authorities. On its front page, Afrika’s headline was: “Islamic fanaticism: Banning of Jesus. Those who claim that there is freedom to express your religious beliefs ban religious books.”
       At the initiative of the Orthodox Church of Cyprus, the European Parliamentarians Mr. Arthur Zasada and Mr. Jarosław Walesa from Poland, with Ms Maria Nedelcheva from Bulgaria, were hosted in Cyprus. On Saturday the 12th of March, a visit to the occupied Christian monuments of Cyprus was scheduled. The team comprised myself,  the above-mentioned European Parliamentarians, the Cyprus MEP Ms. Eleni Theocharous, the former Cyprus MEP Mr. Yiannakis Matsis, Mr. Loizos Afxentiou and two others. 

          We set off early in the morning from Nicosia and reached the Strovilia village checkpoint in the Famagusta District. After completing the formalities at the checkpoint we entered the occupied area and stopped at the Church of Agia Zoni. We got off the bus and Mr. Afxentiou showed the rest of the group his own house which stands just 50 metres from the Church, as well as the Church of Agia Zoni which is just inside the fenced-off area. 
          As we were walking around outside the fence, Mr. Matsis, Mr. Auxentiou, Mr. Walesa and Mr. Zasada entered the fenced-off area to visit the Church. Their presence was immediately noted by a Turkish Cypriot guard who informed the Turkish army as well as the police of the pseudo-state and a few minutes later they arrived and arrested the four men. They were taken to a military area where they were interrogated by soldiers before being driven to the police station in occupied Famagusta where they were detained. The five of us who had not entered the fenced-off area had our identity cards taken by Turkish Cypriot police and we were transferred in our mini-bus to Famagusta police station. We were put in a room and interrogated by police of the pseudo-state. In the afternoon we were all set free apart from Mr. Matsis and Mr. Auxentiou who were to be put on trial.

          On Sunday the 13th of March Mr. Afxentiou was led before a military court in Nicosia where he was charged and later set free under certain conditions and not allowed to return to the government-held area. On Monday the 14th of March he and Mr. Matsis were taken before a civil court and each fined 200 Turkish Lira having been found guilty of illegally entering a military area. 

          Churches, which are the most obvious symbols of a place’s identity, have undergone the most violent and systematic desecration.  According to statistics from the responsible authorities of the Republic, more than 520 Greek Orthodox churches and 17 monasteries in the occupied towns and villages have been looted, purposely vandalized and, in some cases, demolished. Eighty churches have been converted into mosques, 28 are being used by the Turkish army as stores and barracks, and six have been turned into museums while others are being used as cultural centres, theatres, stables, barns, workshops, hotels and, in one instance, as a mortuary. 
           In March 2011 the desecration of the 15th century Church of the Virgin Mary in the occupied village of Thermia in the Kyrenia diocese was reported in the Turkish Cypriot newspaper “Kibris” in its issue of March the 26th, 2011. It had been turned into a cultural centre by the so-called Town Council of Kyrenia. Last year a similar desecration took place at the 12th century Byzantine Church of the Archangel Michael in the occupied village of Gialousa.

Many others have been destroyed, including the church at the Monastery of the Virgin Mary (Panagia Avgasida) at Milia in the Famagusta district which dated from the 15th century and was decorated with murals of the same period. In 2007, the same fate befell the parish church of Saint Catherine in the village of Gerani.  
             During the afternoon of the 2nd of May 2011, a Turkish bulldozer demolished the Chapel of Saint Thekla, which was built in 1907 on the shore near the village of Vokolida after the miraculous discovery of an icon of the Saint. The small vaulted chapel had arches inside and a narthex on its west side which was added after the main part of the chapel had been built. Frescoes decorated the interior walls. Next to where the Chapel of Saint Thekla had stood, an enormous hotel called Noah’s Ark was being built and was due to start operating in June.

The cemeteries of our ancestors have been looted and destroyed. Graves have been opened and crosses and gravestones have been broken. And while all these dramatic events are taking place on the sites of Christian monuments, the occupation regime, funded by Turkey and other Muslim states, is erecting dozens of mosques in the occupied towns and villages and bringing Turkish Imams to preside over them. 
 The contents of religious monuments have been stolen and a large number of these have been exported abroad for sale to collectors and auction houses. More than 15,000 icons, iconostases, holy implements, gospels, mosaics and murals dating from the 6th to the 20th century have been removed and have disappeared. Only a very few items have been discovered and repatriated.  
A typical example is the case of the mosaics from the church of the Virgin Mary (Panagia Kanakaria) at Lythragkomi. In 1989, the Department of Antiquities in Cyprus took legal action over four mosaics depicting Christ, an Archangel, and the Apostles James and Matthew respectively, which Turkish thieves had removed from the apse of the church some time after 1979. Having been illegally exported from Cyprus, they were discovered in the possession of Peg Goldberg, an American art dealer, in Indiana in the United States. After a trial, the court in Indianapolis ruled in 1989 that the mosaics should be returned to their rightful owner, the Church of Cyprus.
Moreover, in 1997, German police raided three apartments in Munich owned by Aydin Dikmen, a Turkish trafficker in antiquities, and uncovered a large number of mosaics, murals and icons. They had been illegally removed from more than fifty churches in the occupied areas of Cyprus and transported to Munich to be sold. In September 2010, the district Court in Munich ordered the repatriation to Cyprus of approximately 300 heirlooms. Most of them belong to the Church of Cyprus while others to the Department of Antiquities, the Maronite Church and the Armenian Church of Cyprus. 
The Turkish trafficker appealed the decision of the District Court in the Appeals Court in Munich. Unfortunately the court has yet to rule on whether to accept or reject the appeal.
In January an 18th century post-Byzantine icon of Christ from the iconostasis in the Church of Saint Charalambos in the occupied village of Neo Chorio Kythreas, was handed to us by the well-known pop singer Boy George. According to his statement, he had bought the icon in 1985 from an art dealer in the King’s Road in London, unaware of the true origin of the icon. When the Church of Cyprus gathered and showed proof of its origin to Boy George, he agreed to return the icon to its legal owner, the Church of Cyprus.

In April 2009, the Helsinki Commission (an independent US government agency) reported on the threat to the religious monuments in occupied Cyprus, noting that “Turkey, during thirty-five years of occupying the northern part of Cyprus, has engaged in acts of destruction, desecration, and pillage of religious and archaeological sites”.

            By providing financial support through the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Partnership for the Future (PFF), the European Union has preserved two monuments in an exemplary manner: The Omeriye Baths (or Hamam) in 2005 in the government-held part of Nicosia and the Catholic Church of Saint Nicholas (Bedesτan) in 2009 in the occupied part of the capital. Both monuments won the Europa Nostra Award. 
          Similarly, with assistance from the US government through USAID (the United States Agency for International Development), the 12th century Church of the Virgin Mary (Panagia Pergaminiotissa) has been restored in Akanthou, as have the mosaics of the early Christian basilica of Saint Auxivios at ancient Soli and some restoration work has been carried out on the Church of Saint Mamas at Morphou. 

         Following an initiative by the Cypriot Members of the European Parliament Mr. Panayiotis Denetriou and Mr. Yiannakis Kasoulides and German MEP Mr Reimer BÖge, the European Commission allocated €800,000 for the recording of religious monuments and for 2011 a further €2 million to be spent on dozens of monuments that are in immediate danger of collapse. Funding is channeled through the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Unfortunately the results of the Technical Committee on Culture, set up by the two leaders in the framework of the negotiations, have been extremely poor and limited. The pilot scheme for the restoration of the Church of the Archangel Michael at Lefkoniko and the Arnavut mosque in Limassol, where work has been going on for three and a half years, has yet to be implemented. Despite promises by Mr Talat and Mr Eroglu to give permission for restoration work to begin on the historical Apostolos Andreas Monastery in the Karpas Peninsula, the occupation regime has refused to allow it.  We do not know for how many months or years the talks between the two leaders for a solution to the Cyprus problem will continue. What we can tell you with certainty, however, is that unfortunately most of the religious monuments in occupied Cyprus cannot wait much longer because they are threatened by collapse and destruction.
           For this reason: 
          a) we call upon all members of the Cyprus All Party Parliamentary Group or their representatives, at the invitation of His Beatitude Chrysostomos II, Archbishop of Cyprus, to visit Cyprus and the occupied Christian monuments so see the extent of this cultural destruction for themselves.
          (b) We ask the British Members of the European Parliament to support initiatives to save the cultural heritage of Cyprus, a heritage that is both European and global. The interest and involvement of the European Commission must be intensified even further.
          (c) We request that it be made clear to the Turkish government and the occupation regime that the religious freedom of the European citizens of the Republic of Cyprus is a basic human right and that to prevent it is unacceptable, particularly by a European Union candidate country.
          If we all join forces with the common goal and vision of religious freedom and the preservation of the cultural heritage of semi-occupied Cyprus, we believe that with God’s help we can succeed.  We have a duty and an obligation, not only to history and to those who created them, but also to future generations.         
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