
It has been reported in media that the spokesperson of the Greek Government Stelios 
Petsas recently stated that Athens would never agree to withdraw its troops from the 
Aegean islands and cited as alibi the existence of the Turkish Aegean Army. As per 
reports, the spokesperson also claimed that Greece has the "natural right" to militarize 
the islands for self-defense under Article 51 of the UN Charter [1].

The Greek Government Spokesperson, through this statement, clearly and officially 
admits the militarization of Aegean islands in contravention of the provisions of the 
Lausanne Peace Treaty. These remarks of the Spokesperson of the Greek Government is a 
statement that could have serious consequences in the context of international law 
especially in relation to the Eastern Aegean Islands.

The Eastern Aegean Islands are demilitarized under Article 13 of the Lausanne Peace 
Treaty. Pursuant to said Article, Greece cannot have naval base and establish 
fortifications in the islands. The Greek military forces in the said islands are limited to the 
normal contingent called up for military service, which can be trained on the spot, as well 
as to a force of gendarmerie and police in proportion to the force of gendarmerie and 
police existing in the whole of the Greek territory.[2]  Recent statement of the Greek 
Government Spokesperson can be considered as a revelation that the extent and posture 
of the Greek military forces on the islands are well exceeding permitted levels.

It should be kept in mind that there is a direct linkage between the possession of 
sovereignty over those islands and their demilitarized status. Demilitarization is the 
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essential precondition of Greek sovereignty over these islands.  Greece, in this respect, 
cannot unilaterally reverse this status under any pretext. In this sense militarization of 
these islands in contravention of the relevant provisions of the Lausanne Peace Treaty 
amounts to material breach of the mentioned treaty since the demilitarization provisions 
are essential to the accomplishment of the object or purpose of the treaty.

For the Eastern Mediterranean Islands, material breach of the Treaty provisions relating to 
demilitarization can be considered within the context of the Article 60 of the 1969 Vienna 
Convention on the Law of Treaties which enables the suspension of the certain provision 
as a consequence of its breach.  According to the said Article, a material breach of a 
multilateral treaty by one of the parties entitles a party specially affected by the breach to 
invoke it as a ground for suspending the operation of the relevant part of the treaty in the 
relations between itself and the defaulting State. In the context of the mentioned Article, 
material breach is considered, among others, as the the violation of a provision essential 
to the accomplishment of the object or purpose of the treaty[3].

It should be mentioned in this context that no international document has even implicitly 
given Greece the right to militarize the islands in question. Besides that except for the 
circumstances stated in the United Nations Charter, the principle of self-defense cannot 
be arbitrarily evoked.[4] As for the Aegean Army of Turkey, it should be underlined that 
contrary to the status of the Eastern Aegean Islands, the Turkish territories of the Aegean 
region are not under any demilitarized status.

As noted above, the demilitarization provisions are essential to the accomplishment of the 
purpose of the 1923 Lausanne Peace Treaty. In this context, it is worthwhile to remember 
how İsmet Pasha as head of the Turkish Delegation explained the Turkish views on 25 
November 1922 in the Territorial and Military Commission of the Lausanne Conference 
regarding the sovereignty and demilitarization of the said islands. He said in this respect 
that The Aegean islands, which depended geographically on Asia Minor, were of great 
importance for the peace and security of Anatolia. İsmet Pasha, while once more stressing 
the vital importance from the point of view of the security of Turkey of these islands 
stated that The imperialist designs of Greece on Anatolia, which had recently been 
revealed to whole world had shown Turkey how dangerous it was for the security of Asia 
Minor that these islands should be owned by a country like a Greece which artificially 
created on her own soil aspirations towards the establishment of a Greek Empire in Asia 
Minor. As a result, the Turkish Delegation, in the mentioned Lausanne Conference 
commission meeting, underlined that it is necessary in the interests of general peace that 
an undertaking be given for the complete demilitarization of these islands [5].
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At this point it should be mentioned that demilitarization provisions of the Lausanne Peace 
Treaty are not limited to Eastern Aegean Islands. According to Article 24 of the Lausanne 
Peace Treaty, a separate Convention was signed for the Thracian border.[6] The 
Convention bears the title of Convention respecting the Thracian Frontier, signed at 
Lausanne, July 24, 1923. Article 1 of the Convention stipulates that From the Aegean Sea 
to the Black Sea the territories extending on both sides of the frontiers separating Turkey 
from Bulgaria and from Greece shall be demilitarized to a depth of about 30 kilometers. 
The said article enlists the geographic details of this demilitarized zone, and other articles 
explains the nature of demilitarization [7]. The demilitarized zone on the side of Greek 
territory extends up until the Cape Makri (the village of Makri) which includes important 
port city of Dedeağaç (Dedeagatch/Alexandroupoli). This is an area where the current US 
Ambassador to Greece Geoffrey R. Pyatt has made recently a press conference on 23 July, 
2020 on the occasion of the The arrival of elements of the 101st Combat Aviation Brigade 
onboard Endurance and  the first use of the Port of Alexandroupoli for transshipment of 
equipment by the U.S. Army [8]. It should be mentioned that this region is an area of 
which demilitarization provision was extensively discussed during the Lausanne Peace 
Treaty negotiations with the participation of Bulgarian delegation on the issue of access to 
the Dedeağaç port [9].

As per the assessments of academic sources, the demilitarized zones in Thrace were 
abandoned by the Thessaloniki Agreement signed on 31 July 1938 between the Balkan 
Entente countries (Greece, Romania, Turkey and Yugoslavia) and Bulgaria [10]. The 
Agreement was signed on behalf of the Balkan Entente by the  President of the Council of 
the Balkan Entente, Ioannis Metaxas, Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of Greece. It 
recognized Bulgarias right of military equality which had been denied by the Neuilly 
Treaty and also renounced the demilitarized zones imposed on Turkeys borders with 
Greece and Bulgaria by the Lausanne Treaty [11]. According to our archive research, the 
said agreement was approved by Turkey with the Law No. 3553 on 4 January 1939, and 
published in Official Gazette on 12 January 1939, number 4109.[12]

It should be stated that the militarization of the Dodecanese Islands is another alarming 
development that should be emphasized regarding the demilitarized status of islands. 
These islands, together with the Samothrace and Lemnos islands which were placed 
under demilitarized status in the Lausanne Convention Relating to the Regime of the 
Straits, are part of the political and strategic balance created in the general framework of 
the Lausanne Peace Treaty.  Lemnos and Samothrace placed under a strict demilitarized 
regime due to their vital importance to the security of Turkey by virtue of their close 
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proximity to the Turkish Straits. 1936 Montreux Convention did not bring any change to 
the demilitarized status of these islands. With the Protocol annexed to the said 
Convention, the demilitarized status of the Turkish Straits has been lifted to ensure the 
security of Turkey. In the Montreux Convention there is no clause regarding the 
militarization of the islands of Lemnos and Samothrace.

As per the Dodecanese Islands, Turkey renounced in favor of Italy all rights and titles over 
the Dodecanese Islands to Italy of which were occupied by Italy after the outbreak of the 
war between Ottoman Empire and Italy over Libya in early 1912 in line with Article 15 of 
the Lausanne Treaty.[13] It should be mentioned that the Dodecanese Islands were ceded 
to Greece with Article 14(2) of the 1947 Paris Treaty of Peace between the Allied Powers 
and Italy on the explicit condition that they must remain demilitarized.[14] Greece was 
militarized also these islands, including the Meis (Castellorizzo) which only a Nautical Mile 
away of Turkeys southern coast,  in contravention of the clear demilitarization provision of 
the 1947 Paris Treaty. This treaty is still in force and thus binding upon Greece.  

In fact, the above mentioned Thessaloniki agreement sets an example of how the 
demilitarization provisions of a multilateral treaty can be lifted through mutual 
agreement. It should be kept in mind that the material breach of one of the basic 
articles of the any peace treaty might end up with an outcome that makes 
sovereignty over the islands mentioned in the corresponding article of the treaties 
which their provisions materially breached, questionable. In the light of the foregoing, 
it is to be emphasized that demilitarization clauses are sine quo non for the Aegean 
status quo. Trying to replace this status quo with faits accomplis is equivalent to 
opening Pandoras Box which is to be carefully avoided.

 

*Photo: Ionian Vision: Greece in Asia Minor, 1919-1922
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Olgular, Belgeler, Yorumlar, ed. Baskın Oran, 15th ed., vol. 1 (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 
2009), 353.

[11] Dilek Barlas, Etatism and Diplomacy in Turkey: Economic and Foreign Policy 
Strategies in an Uncertain World, 1919-1939, (Laiden: Brill, 1998), 188.

[12] Balkan itilâfı Devletler ile Bulgaristan arasında 31 Temmuz 1938 tarihinde Selânikte 
imza edilen anlaşmanın tasdiki hakkında kanun, Kanun No: 3553 Kabul tarihi: 4/1/1939

Madde 1   ᐀  Balkan İtilâfı Devletler ile Bulgaristan arasında mütekabil münasebatta 
kuvvete müracaat edilmemesi ve Nöyy i muahedesinin askerî, havaî ve bahrî hükümlerini 
muhtevi 4 üncü kısmı ile Trakya hududlarına müteallik olarak 24 temmuz 1923 tarihinde 
Lozanda imza edilen mukavelenin tatbikatından sarfınazar edilmesi hakkında bir tarafdan 
Balkan İtilâf ı Devletleri namına hareket eden ve halen Balkan İtilâfı Daimî Konseyi Reisi 
bulunan Yunan Başvekili ve Hariciye Nazın Mösyö Metaksas ve diğer taraftan Bulgaristan 
namına Başvekil ve Hariciye Nazırı Mösyö Köseivanof arasında Selânikde 31 temmuz 1938 
tarihinde imza edilen anlaşma tasdik edilmiştir. Madde 2   ᐀  Bu kanun neşri tarihinden 
muteberdir. Madde 3 — Bu kanunun tatbikına İcra Vekilleri Heyeti memurdur.  9/1/1939

 

Balkan itilâfı Devletleri ile Bulgaristan arasında anlaşma

Bulgaristanın Balkanlarda sulhun kuvvetlendirilmesi siyasetine bağlı olduğunu ve Balkan 
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Devletlerile iyi komşuluk ve samimî teşriki mesai münasebetleri idame etmek arzusunu 
beslediğini ve Balkan itilâf ı Devletlerinin de Bulgaristana karşı aynı müsalemet fikrile ve 
aynı teşriki mesai arzusu ile mütehalli olduklarını nazarı itibare alan, aşağıda vaziyülimza,

Bir taraftan, bütün Balkan İtilâfı Devletleri namına hareket eden Balkan İtilâfı Daimî 
Konseyinin halen Reisi sıfatile Yunanistan Başvekili ve Hariciye Nazırı Ekselans Mösyö 
Metaksas,

Ve diğer taraftan, Bulgaristan Başvekili ve Hariciye nazırı Ekselans Mösyö Köseivanof, 
temsil ettikleri Devletlerin, bunlardan her birinin ademi tecavüz hususunda dahil oldukları 
anlaşmalara tevfikan, yekdiğerlerile karşılıklı münasebetlerinde kuvvete müracaattan 
istinkâf etmek taahhüdünü aldıklarını bu Devletler namına beyan ederler ve Nöyy i 
muahedesinin IV. faslının (Askerî, bahrî ve havaî hükümler) ihtiva ettiği hükümlerle kezalik 
24 temmuz 1923 de Lozanda imza edilmiş olan Trakya hududu hakkındaki mukavelenin 
ihtiva ettiği hükümlerin, kendilerine müteallik olarak, tatbikatından sarfınazar edilmesini 
kararlaşdırırlar.

Selânikde 31 temmuz 1938 tarihinde iki nüsha olarak tanzim edilmiştir.

 

Balkan itilâfı Devletlerile Bulgaristan arasında 31 Temmuz 1938 tarihinde Selânikte imza 
edilen anlaşmanın tasdiki hakkında kanun (Resmi Gazete, April 1, 1939), 4109, 
https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR_KARARLAR/kanuntbmmc019/kanuntbmmc019/kanuntbmmc01903553.pdf
.

[13] Article 15 of the Lausanne Treaty: Turkey renounces in favour of Italy all rights and 
title over the following islands: Stampalia (Astrapalia), Rhodes (Rhodos), Calki. (Kharki), 
Scaipanto, Casos (Casso), Piscopis (Tilos), Misiros (Nisyros), Calimnos (Kalymnos), Leros, 
Patmos, Lipsos (Lipso), Simi (Symi), and Cos (Kos), which are now occupied by Italy, and 
the islets dependent thereon, and also over the island of Castellorizzo (see Map No. 
2).Constituent Treaties: The Treaty of Lausanne.

[14] 1947 Paris Treaty, SECTION V-GREECE (Special Clause),  Article 14

1. Italy hereby cedes to Greece in full sovereignty the Dodecanese Islands indicated 
hereafter, namely Stampalia (Astropalia), Rhodes (Rhodos), Calki (Kharki), Scarpanto, 
Casos (Casso), Piscopis (Tilos), Misiros (Nisyros), Calimnos (Kalymnos), Leros, Patmos, 
Lipsos (Lipso), .imi (Sym), Cos (Kos) and Castellorizo, as well as the adjacent islets.

2. These islands shall be and shall remain demilitarized.

3. The procedure and the technical conditions governing the transfer of these islands to 
Greece will be determined by agreement between the Governments of the United 
Kingdom and Greece and arrangements shall be made for the withdrawal of foreign troops 
not later than 90 days from the coming into force of the present Treaty.Treaty of Peace 
with Italy. Signed at Paris, on 10 February 1947 (United Nations, February 10, 1947), 
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