
Introduction

In our recent analysis titled Turkey Assumed the Chairmanship-In-Office of the South East 
Europe Cooperation Process (SEECP), we referred to the 1934 Pact of Balkan Entente 
(shortly 1934 Balkan Pact) and described this treaty as the precursor of the South-East 
Europe Cooperation Process [1]. In this context, we emphasized that the Balkans is the 
core of the South East Europe sub-region of Europe. Geographically, this subregion is 
fundamentally and primarily coterminous with the Balkan Peninsula, hence, is historically 
known as the Balkans. Historian Maria Todorova, who is well known for her work on the 
history of the Balkans, in titled book Imagining the Balkans, elaborately elucidates the 
Turkish roots of the toponym Balkans and explains  how the terms of  Southeastern 
Europe and Balkans are used interchangeably [2].

In our above mentioned analysis, we called attention to the point that SSECP is considered 
as the only homegrown initiative in the region and has been characterized as a regionally 
owned process [3]. Although the 1934 Balkan Pact was mainly addressing the security 
concerns of the Balkan countries in 1930s, the same qualification of regional ownership 
could be attributed to this treaty. In order to better evaluate the regional ownership 
character of and reasons for the signature of the Balkan Pact of 1934, it is necessary to 
appraise the political and security environment in Europe and in the Balkans in 1930s and 
to understand the nature and political climate of the time.
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There are six main peace treaties that ended the First World War as a result of the Paris 
Peace Conference of 1919-1920. These are Versailles with Germany, Saint-Germain-en-
Laye with Austria, Neuilly with Bulgaria, Trianon with Hungary, Sèvres with the Ottoman 
Empire, and lastly Lausanne with Turkey. Following the Paris Peace Conference, the 
League of Nations (LoN) was founded on 10 January 1920 with the objective of 
maintain[ing] universal peace within the framework of the fundamental principles of 
(founding) Pact accepted by its Members and to develop cooperation among nations and 
to guarantee them peace and security [4]. LoN, in 1923, prepared the Treaty of Mutual 
Assistance and submitted it for the approval of the member States. Accordingly, if one 
State attacked another, the League of Nations Council would decide who was the 
aggressor within four days, and other States would assist the attacked side. However, due 
to different views of the member States, this attempt to provide security remained 
inconclusive. Afterwards, in 1924, the League of Nations adopted the Geneva Protocol on 
the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes proposing compulsory arbitration of 
disputes and created a method to determine the aggressor in international conflicts. The 
protocol envisaged submitting all legal disputes between nations to the World Court and 
called for a disarmament conference. Nevertheless, this initiative failed as well [5].  

In such a period when the LoN failed to protect international peace and proved to be 
ineffective, upon the initiative of the then German Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann,

The representatives of the German, Belgian, British, French, Italian, Polish, and 
Czechoslovak Governments [met] at Locarno (Switzerland) from the 5th to 16th 
October 1925, in order to seek common agreement means for preserving their 
respective nations from the scourge of war and for providing for the peaceful 
settlement of disputes of every nature which might eventually arise between them 
[6].

According to the Final Protocol of the Locarno Conference, they gave their approval to the 
draft treaties and conventions which were considered to be interdependent.[7] These 
instruments were formally signed in London on 1 December 1925.

The basic meaning of the web of Locarno treaties was that Germany refused to use force 
to change the western borders and agreed to follow the arbitral decision on the eastern 
borders. The UK basically agreed to provide military support to Belgium and France, but 
did not provide the same guarantee for Poland and Czechoslovakia. France made certain 
commitments to Poland and Czechoslovakia.  Meanwhile, France and Germany normalized 

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 2



their relations. Germany, for the first time after the war, gained back the major state 
status in Europe. The Locarno treaties eventually prepared the ground for reconciliation 
between Germany and her neighbors Belgium and France and paved the way for 
Germanys entry into the League of Nations in 1926. However, these arrangements made 
central and eastern parts of Europe open to revisionist initiatives and in some sense left 
these regions to their own destiny, including the Balkans. At this point, it is worthwhile to 
mention that because of their contributions to the negotiations of Locarno treaties, British 
Foreign Minister Austen Chamberlain was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1925. 
Afterwards, German and French Ministers of Foreign Affairs Gustav Stresemann and 
Aristide Briand were also jointly awarded the same prize in 1926 [8].

 

Seeking cooperation in the Balkans and the path to the Balkan Pact

As mentioned earlier, after the First World War, the idea that world peace could only be 
protected by the establishment of a common security system was dominant and the LoN 
was the most important means in this direction. However, it soon became apparent that 
LoN alone failed to provide security to all states. The most obvious example of this is the 
1925 Locarno treaties. Locarno Treaties were disrupted the status quo created  after the 
Paris Peace Conference and gave the way to the emergence of revisionist states like 
Germany and Italy in the Western Europe and Bulgaria in the Balkans [9]. It should be 
mentioned in this context that Bulgaria, as a result of Treaty of Neuilly of 7 November 
1919, lost considerable territory to Yugoslavia, Romania, and Greece. These losses 
deprived Bulgaria of the direct access to the Aegean Sea since she gave Western Thrace 
to Greece, which Bulgaria had gained under the terms of Treaty of Bucharest of 1913 
reflecting the end result of Second Balkan War [10]. It is worth remembering that Western 
Thrace has a significant Turkish-Muslim population.

As a result of these developments in the Western Europe that overlooked the 
Southeastern Europe region, the Balkan countries started to search for regional 
approaches to their security needs through bilateral and regional multilateral 
arrangements. In this context, rapprochement occurred between rival parties of the First 
World War. Among these, the most important one was the Greek-Turkish rapprochement. 
We can briefly summarize the phases of this rapprochement process in a chronological 
order as follows:

Following the Lausanne Treaty, the mandatory population exchange created the 
Established (établi) problem. The two countries had not reached an agreement on 
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who would be considered etabli in terms of the Treaty. The problem was solved in 
phases. First phase was the signing of the Ankara Treaty on June 21, 1925 [11].
The second treaty on the same dispute was signed in Athens on December 1, 1926
Greek Prime Minister Eleftherios Venizelos, in August 1928, wrote a cordial letter to 
the Turkish Prime Minister İsmet İnönü proposing a treaty of friendship, non-
aggression, and arbitration [12].
In his letter to Venizelos on 27 September 1928, İnönü underlined that Venizelos 
letter was the beginning of a new and sincere friendship in the history of Turkish-
Greek relations [13].
The political and economic questions between Turkey and Greece arising from 
exchange of populations were settled through the Ankara Convention of 10 June 
1930.[14]
At Inönüs invitation, Venizelos visited Ankara and Istanbul in October 1930.
On 30 October, the two countries signed a Treaty of Friendship, Neutrality, 
Mediation and Arbitration, together with commercial and other agreements.
The reconciliation was continued with a return visit by Inönü to Athens on 3-6 
October 1931 [15].
In 1932, Venizelos resigned as Prime Minister when his policies failed to produce the 
expected political and economic results. Afterwards, on 14 September 1933 Greek 
Prime Minister Panagis Tsaldaris visited Ankara. İnönü and Tsaldaris signed in 
Ankara the Cordial Agreement between Turkey and Greece. This ten-year 
agreement was designed to ward off any threat might come from revisionist 
Bulgaria [16].

 

It is worth mentioning in the context of the Greek-Turkish rapprochement that Venizelos 
nominated Mustafa Kemal Atatürk for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1934 [17]. In his letter 
dated 12 January 1934 to the President of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, Venizelos 
stated that This rapprochement, which shows that even peoples divided by the most 
serious differences can come closer to each other when they become filled with the 
sincere desire for peace, was beneficial both for the two countries involved and for 
keeping the peace in the Near East  ☀  Thus, I have the honour, as the leader of the 
Hellenic Government in 1930, when the signature of the Greek-Turkish pact marked a new 
era in the march of the Near East towards peace, to propose Moustafa Kemal Pasha as a 
candidate for the distinguished honour of the Nobel Peace Prize [18]. According to the 
Nobel Prize Nomination Archive website, Atatürk was in the short list of the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 1934. The comment section of the said Archive includes the following explanation:

Kemal was on the short list, but no evaluation was written. It was supposed to be 
added later, but no evaluation on him was added. In 1934 Mustafa Kemal was given 
the name Atatürk (Father of the Turks) by the Turkish national assembly [19].
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The Balkan Conferences (1930-1933) and the Balkan Pact of 1934

The origin of the Balkan Conferences which paved the way for the conclusion of the 1934 
Balkan Pact goes back to the twenty-seventh Congress of the International Peace Bureau 
(IPB) held at Athens, 6-10 October 1929. According to the website of the International 
Peace Bureau,

The IPB was founded in 1891-92, as a result of consultations at the Universal Peace 
Congresses, large gatherings held annually to bring together the national peace 
societies that had gradually developed, mainly in Europe and North America, from 
the end of the Napoleonic Wars onwards. The representatives of the Peace Societies 
felt that the movement needed a permanent office to coordinate the activities of the 
national associations and to organize the Universal Peace Congresses. Thus was 
born the Permanent International Peace Bureau, as it was known (Permanent was 
later dropped from the title) [20].

The third commission of the congress examined the special issue of the Balkan Union 
under the chairmanship of Alexandros Papanastasiou who served as the Prime Minister of 
Greece in 1924. Papanastasiou, in his speech, while explaining the difficulties of forming 
either a world federation or even a Union of Europe, said that;

There would still be occasion to pursue its (the confederations) realization in a yet 
more limited region among the peoples of the Balkans  ☀  including Turkey. The 
destinies of these peoples and their vicissitudes have been similar or common; they 
have lived for centuries within the framework of the same political organization; 
they have similar habits and ideas and sufficiently common interests, in a word, 
they present numerous common elements which facilitate their union.

This position met with agreement and he submitted on 9 October a resolution to the 
plenary session proposing annual Balkan conferences and asked the IPB to take the 
initiative in calling the first meeting. The Congress adopted the resolution by acclamation 
[21].

Invitations to this conference were sent out by the International Peace Bureau on 12 May 
1930 to the Foreign Ministers of all six Balkan governments advising them that at the 
Athens Congress a sub-committee, composed almost exclusively of representatives of the 
Balkan countries, had been formed for the purpose of studying the question of the ways 
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and means for encouraging and furthering a rapprochement between the 60 million 
people of Balkans who inhabited this part of Europe. The IPBP, in communicating the text 
of the resolution to the Foreign Ministers, suggested that if the proposal met with their 
approval, the Conference should be convened for October 1930, and be attended by 
representatives of all sides of the countries intellectual, with the proviso, however, that 
the delegates should attend in an unofficial capacity, without power to commit their 
Governments in any way. At the same time, it was pointed out that this Conference, 
though non-official, independent of and not engaging in any way the responsibility of the 
Governments, would, however, not be able to do without their support, either materially 
or morally, and the Governments ought to be represented by 'observers,' who would be in 
a position to keep the various Governments informed regarding the work, proposals and 
aims of the Conference [22]. The invitation also pointed out that The Balkans will ceased 
to be neuralgic point of Europe only when, having understood that their interests will 
never be better protected than by themselves, they look only to themselves for remedies 
to the maladies from which they have suffered in the past [23].

As a result of these preparatory work, the First Balkan Conference was held in Athens on 6-
11 October 1930 and adopted a resolution proposing that the participants study a Balkan 
Pact on the basis of conciliatory relationships between the Balkan states. Additionally, the 
Conference decided for the preparation of a preliminary draft of a Balkan Pact. The task of 
preparing a draft Balkan Pact was delegated to a political commission under the 
presidency of M. Pop of Romania and Professor Spiropoulos, Dean of the Law Faculty of 
Salonica. At the Second Conference held in Istanbul on 20-26 October 1931, Spiropoulos' 
draft pact was discussed and it was decided that the definitive text of a Balkan Pact would 
be established at the Third Balkan Conference to be held in Bucharest.  At the Third 
Balkan Conference which was held on 22-29October 1932, the Bulgarian delegates 
formally withdrew, having failed to persuade the Conference to grant priority to the 
minorities though they agreed to remain in the Conference as observer. The Fourth 
Balkan Conference met in Salonica on 5-11 November 1933 and adopted the Balkan Pact. 
Bulgarian government refused to join in the Balkan Pact in order not to accept the 
territorial status quo in the Balkans. Bulgaria, by way of rejecting to be a party to the 
Balkan Pact revealed her territorial claims regarding the Western Thrace and highlighted 
her continuing insistence on having an access to the Aegean Sea [24].

The official text of the Pact of Balkan Entente is in French, howeveri English translation 
included in the League of Nations Treaty Series was made by the Secretariat of the 
League Nations. The French and English texts included in the League of Nations Treaty 
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Series is presented as annex below this analysis for the easy perusal [25].

The Pact consists of a short preamble and three articles. The preamble explains the main 
purpose of the contracting parties of the Pact as Firmly resolved to ensure the observance 
of the contractual obligations already in existence and the maintenance of the territorial 
situation in the Balkans as at present established. This short sentence explains the reason 
why Bulgaria abstained from joining the Balkan Pact. Articles shortly stipulate that four 
signatory countries mutually guarantee the security of each and all of their Balkan 
frontiers; undertake not to embark upon any political action in relation to any other 
Balkan country not a signatory of the present Agreement without previous mutual 
consultation nor to incur any political obligation to any other Balkan country without the 
consent of the other Contracting Parties, and the Pact is open to any Balkan country 
whose accession thereto is favorably regarded by the Contracting Parties.  Annexed 
protocol, which is an integral part of the Pact, states in essence that the pact is not 
directed any state but also adds that the pact aims to guarantee the security of the 
several Balkan frontiers against any aggression on the part of any Balkan State. 
Consequently, if a signatorys frontier not located in the Balkans comes under attack or if 
the attack originates from outside the Balkans, the pact will not be operative. However, if 
any Balkan states joins the attack of non-Balkan state, the provisions of the pact will 
become fully operational. In fact, all these provisions indicate that the pact was signed 
with a possible Bulgarian attack in mind [26].

Shortly after the Balkan Pact, on 2 November 1934, the parties to the Pact adopted the 
status of Balkan Entente Organization, instituting the Council of Ministers which would 
meet on twice a year and, when necessary, in a special session. Additionally, an Advisory 
Economic Council and a Special Committee charged with harmonizing legislation were 
established.

The Pact worked effectively until the Second World War, developing a common attitude on 
many issues and the last meeting of the Council of Ministers was held in February 1940, 
when Second World War broke out [27].

 

Thoughts on the toponym of the region: The Balkans versus South East Europe

For years, especially after the 1990s, the term Balkans has been associated with negative 
developments and a bias has formed against the term Balkans.This negative bias, in time, 
has turned into intentionally designed demonization of the region as a whole. In such an 
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environment, even the name of the region that was used for centuries, and which reflects 
its Turkish heritage not only in the region but in Europe, was tried to be substituted with 
newly created toponyms. While there is no doubt that the main responsibility of the 
negativities attributed to the region are mainly incumbent upon the regional countries, it 
is not possible also to ignore the share of some Western European countries in the 
creation of these negativities. In this context, interventions to divide the region into 
geographical pieces and encouraging the fragmentation of some countries in the region 
should be remembered. In this context, it would be fair to comment that the Balkan region 
has been mostly considered by some Western European countries since the early 
twentieth century as the inferior "other" and has been treated as an unstable periphery 
unable to make decisions of its own especially in crisis situations.

 

Conclusion

In the introduction section above, we pointed out that SEECP is an initiative originating 
from the South East European region and is considered as a regionally owned initiative. 
Though the 1934 Balkan Pact was mainly designed for meeting the security needs of the 
Balkan countries, in a broad sense, it represented the will of the regional countries to 
cooperate for bringing stability to the Balkans. In fact, as noted above, within the 
framework of the Balkan Entente Organization, for fostering economic cooperation an 
Advisory Economic Council was established. The Statue of the Advisory Council was 
adopted in Ankara in 1934. Article 5 (a) of the Status envisages to address the question of 
the intensification of the economic and commercial relations among the signatories of the 
Balkan Entente. Article 5/b of the said Status refers to the development of the means of 
inter-Balkan communications, especially those which, utilizing the Danube and Black Sea 
which will permit the facilitation of commercial exchanges of Balkan states and of Central 
Europe with Asia, as well as the other means of maritime communication. The Status 
refers also to the possibility to create a Balkan Bank and addressing general tourist traffic 
[28]. These examples suggest that the 1934 Balkan Pact, in effect, had foreseen a more 
wide cooperation than the security and tried to address certain economic issues that 
could be considered quiet relevant for the present day.

Charter on Good-Neighborly Relations, Stability, Security and Cooperation in South-
Eastern Europe of the SEECP stipulates its primary objective as to strengthen the good-
neighborly relations among all states in this region, for transforming this region into an 
area of peace, security, stability and cooperation [29]. For attaining this objective, the 
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SEECP Charter stipulates enhancement and promotion of political, security and economic 
cooperation. It is not possible to say that the primary objective of and the means 
employed for attaining this objective of the SEECP are different from the 1934 Balkan 
Pact. Besides, both of them are fundamentally "homemade" initiatives. In this context, the 
SEECP should be considered more than a talk-shop as representing the forum bringing 
together all the countries of the region of the Balkans/South East Europe under one 
umbrella without making discrimination among them.

As stated in one of the insightful articles about the Balkans penned back in the first years 
of this century,

The region itself has supplied most of the evidence for this perception: there has 
been ample amount of tension and open or latent conflict from Bosnia-Herzegovina 
to Kosovo and Macedonia ☀ However, neither the good-neighborly relations amidst 
conflictual environment, nor cases of collaboration for regional cooperation could 
receive half as much attention as did the conflicts and conflict-resolution efforts in 
the Balkans  ☀  Despite the legacy of Balkan Wars and some deeply conflictual 
relations in the Balkans, examples of good-neighbourliness and cooperation even in 
the past were not necessarily scarce in the region. The Balkan Conferences that 
started in 1930 were aiming at a loose federation of Balkan nations in economic, 
social, cultural, political and intellectual fields. The Balkan Pact of 1934 hence 
became a partial achievement of the Balkan Conferences since it was solely based 
on security considerations of the signatory states, Turkey, Greece, Romania and 
Yugoslavia [30].

However, as the article states, the Balkans is not a region doomed to instability.  Like the 
1934 Balkan Pact of the past, the SEECP is a good example that the region has the will 
and the potential to produce joint cooperative arrangements, platforms, and the 
regionally owned and led cooperation framework such as the Regional Cooperation 
Council.
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