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NOTICE TO MEMBERS
Subject: Petition No 0820/2020 by Fotios Batzios (Greek) on EU solidarity action over 

the conversion of the temple of Hagia Sophia of Istanbul into a mosque.

Petition No 0862/2020 by K.A. (Greek) bearing 2 signatures, on the conversion 
of the Hagia Sophia temple in Istanbul into a mosque by the Turkish President.

Petition No 0883/2020 by G.P. (German), on behalf of 
STRICTLYNOCOMMENT, on the reclassification of Sophia Hagia as a 
mosque.

1. Summary of petition 0820/2020

 The petitioner deplores the decision of the Turkish President to convert the byzantine temple 
of Hagia Sophia and UNESCO World Heritage Site into a mosque, which resulted in universal 
outrage abroad and enthusiasm within Turkey. He further states that it is no coincidence that 
the first Muslim prayer in the temple was held on 24 July, as on this day, in 1923, was signed 
the Treaty of Lausanne, which Mr. Erdogan considers prejudicial to Turkey and a defeat of 
Kemal Atatürk. The petitioner further states that, with this move, Mr. Erdogan does not respect 
the history of Istanbul and shows his intention to return to "a neo-Ottoman dream" by recklessly 
using religion to serve nationalist objectives. The petitioner calls on the EU to take swift and 
decisive action to condemn Turkey for this act and take all measures, no matter how harsh, to 
overturn the decision of the Turkish President.

Summary of petition 0862/2020

The petitioners deplore the decision of the Turkish President to convert the Christian temple 
of Hagia Sophia into a mosque. In the petitioners’ view, Turkey, a candidate country, has 
proven beyond doubt that it is neither a European country nor does it respect the values of the 
EU. They further claim that Turkey’s only interest in the EU lies in the 6 bn EUR it has been 
promised in the framework of the “migration agreement” with the EU (3 bn of which have 
already been disbursed) which it does not respect anyway. The petitioners call on the EU to 
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freeze all its financing instruments with Turkey, because of its non-compliance with accession 
chapters 23, 24 and 26, as well as because it instigates hatred among religions, threatens the 
security of the region and disregards the values of the EU.

Summary of petition 0883/2020

The petitioner protests against the reclassification of Sophia Hagia as a mosque, considering 
that this is a threat to world peace. The petitioner calls on the EU institutions to stop all 
diplomatic and economic relations with Turkey and arrest President Erdogan if he enters the 
EU.

2. Admissibility

Petition 0820/2020 was declared admissible on 6 November 2020. Information requested from 
Commission under Rule 216(6).
Petition 0862/2020 was declared admissible on 17 November 2020. Information requested from 
Commission under Rule 216(6).
Petition 0883/2020 was declared admissible on 23 November 2020. Information requested from 
Commission under Rule 216(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 18 January 2021

Petitions 0820/2020, 0862/2020 and 0883/2020

The Commission’s observations: 

After the ruling of the Turkish Council of State and the decision of the President of Turkey 
Erdoğan to place Hagia Sophia under the management of the Religious Affairs Presidency, the 
High Representative/Vice-President has remarked on 10 July 2020 that the monument has a 
strong symbolic, historical, and universal value1. Furthermore, he defined the decisions as 
regrettable and noted that, as a founding member of the Alliance of Civilisations, Turkey has 
committed to promoting inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue and to fostering tolerance 
and co-existence. 
This position was further echoed by the Foreign Affairs Council on 13 July 20202. The High 
Representative/Vice-President noted after the meeting that there was broad support to call on 
the Turkish authorities to urgently reconsider and reverse that decision, adding that the decision 
would inevitably fuel mistrust, promote renewed divisions between religious communities, and 
undermine the EU’s efforts at dialogue and cooperation3.
In addition, the Head of the EU Delegation to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) in Paris delivered a statement at UNESCO on 3 July 2020 
on behalf of the EU and its Member States, stressing that Hagia Sophia is a world heritage site, 

1https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage_en/82728/Turkey:%20Statement%20by%20the%20High%20Representative/Vice-
President%20Josep%20Borrell%20on%20the%20decision%20regarding%20Hagia%20Sophi
a
2 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/fac/2020/07/13/
3https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage_en/82792/Foreign%20Affairs%20Council:%20Remarks%20by%20the%20High%
20Representative/Vice-President%20Josep%20Borrell%20at%20the%20press%20conference
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https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/82792/Foreign%20Affairs%20Council:%20Remarks%20by%20the%20High%20Representative/Vice-President%20Josep%20Borrell%20at%20the%20press%20conference
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/82792/Foreign%20Affairs%20Council:%20Remarks%20by%20the%20High%20Representative/Vice-President%20Josep%20Borrell%20at%20the%20press%20conference
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/82792/Foreign%20Affairs%20Council:%20Remarks%20by%20the%20High%20Representative/Vice-President%20Josep%20Borrell%20at%20the%20press%20conference
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a symbol of inter-faith and intercultural dialogue and as such, it must be respected. Any steps 
that would impede free access to the site, or that could endanger its outstanding universal value, 
or that would encourage cultural or religious polarisation, should be avoided.
The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) also condemned Turkey’s 
unilateral decision to change the status of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul from a museum to a mosque.
Over the past years, the Commission has followed closely the use of Hagia Sophia and reported 
on the issue in its annual reports on Turkey4. It is crucial that Turkey respects the letter and the 
spirit of the UNESCO 1972 World Heritage Convention and, therefore, avoids any 
implementing measure, without prior discussion with UNESCO, which would affect physical 
access to the site, the structure of the buildings, the site’s moveable property or the site’s 
management5. In this context, the Commission welcomes UNESCO’s recent request to the 
Turkish government to allow UNESCO Special Adviser Mounir Bouchenaki to inspect Hagia 
Sophia, and Chora after their conversions.
Furthermore, the Commission has stressed on many occasions, including in its 2020 report, that 
Turkey must respect international law and good neighbourly relations. The EU has also 
repeatedly urged Turkey to avoid any source of friction or action that would damage good 
neighbourly relations.
Conclusion
The Commission will keep monitoring the situation and addressing these concerns in its 
bilateral contacts with the Turkish authorities.
With regard to the EU relationship with Turkey and the related financing instruments, on 26 
June 2018 the Council concluded that, as Turkey has been moving further away from the EU, 
no further chapters can be considered for opening or closing and that accession negotiations 
have therefore effectively come to a standstill6. The Council, however, reaffirmed that Turkey 
remains a candidate country and a key partner in many areas. 
Within this framework, the Commission continues to support political and economic reforms 
in Turkey with financial and technical assistance through the Instrument for Pre-accession 
Assistance (IPA). Nevertheless, considering the serious backsliding on reforms required to join 
the EU, financial assistance through IPA has been cut significantly for the period 2014-2020 
by EUR 1.3 billion from the amount originally planned (EUR 4.5 billion). 
Furthermore, as requested by the Budgetary Authority, the Commission has substantially 
reoriented EU funds in order to prioritise key sectors such as democracy and governance, civil 
society, and rule of law and fundamental rights specifically to support Turkish citizens and non-
governmental organisations that are defending universal values. Therefore, the Commission 
believes that the full suspension of EU financial assistance would only harm civil society 
organisations that work in an increasingly challenging and hostile environment, as well as send 
a negative signal to those actors promoting EU values and principles such as inter-cultural and 
inter-religious dialogue.

4 Latest report: https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-
enlargement/sites/near/files/turkey_report_2020.pdf
5 http://whc.unesco.org/uploads/activities/documents/activity-562-4.pdf
6 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/35863/st10555-en18.pdf
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