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Ruling about a case involving the True Orthodox Church 
and Athens Mosque 

A ban on access to a place of worship constructed in a public space in breach of 

urban planning regulations was justified. 

Registrar of the European Court (10.10.2019) - In its decision in the case of Pantelidou v. 

Greece (application no. 36267/19) the European Court of Human Rights has unanimously 

declared the application inadmissible, noting that it was manifestly ill-founded. 

  

The case concerned Ms Pantelidou’s not being able to have access to a church that had 

been opened in a public green space by the congregation of the “True Orthodox 

Christians” in breach of the urban planning code. The site was earmarked for the 

construction of the Athens Mosque under that code. The applicant alleged a violation of 

her right to freedom of religion (Article 9). 

  

The Court pointed out that the public interest of rational urban development could not be 

superseded by the liturgical needs of a religious community which had arbitrarily 

encroached on the public sphere in order to establish and operate a place of worship in 

breach of the relevant urban development plan. Therefore, having regard to the margin 

of appreciation enjoyed by States in the area of regional and urban planning and 

development, the Court held that the impugned measure had been justified in principle 

and been proportionate to the aim pursued (preventing public disorder and protecting the 

rights and freedoms of others). 

  

The decision is final. 

  

Principal facts 

  

The applicant, Aikaterini-Veatriki Pantelidou, is a Greek national who was born in 1951 

and lives in Athens. 

  

In September 2016 the congregation of the “True Orthodox Christians” (adhering to the 

Julian calendar for religious festivals) appropriated a public green space belonging to the 

Greek national navy and transformed it into a place of worship. 

  

In November 2016 the police evacuated the premises for the purposes of constructing 

the Athens Mosque, work on which had just begun. Access to the church attended by Ms 

Pantelidou was prohibited. 

  

In December 2016 Ms Pantelidou and other adherents of the group brought an action for 

annulment, but their case was dismissed by the Council of State. 
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The church was demolished in August 2018. 

  

Complaints, procedure and composition of the Court 

  

The application was lodged with the European Court of Human Rights on 4 July 2019. 

  

Ms Pantelidou complained of an infringement of her right as secured under Article 9 

(right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion), considering that she had been 

prevented from acceding to her place of worship. 

  

The decision was given by a Committee of three judges, composed as follows: 

  

Krzysztof Wojtyczek (Poland), President, Armen Harutyunyan (Armenia), Pere Pastor 

Vilanova (Andorra), and also Renata Degener, Deputy Registrar. 

  

Decision of the Court 

  

Article 9 (right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion) 

  

In its decision the Council of State had pointed out that the “True Orthodox Christians” 

church was installed and operating in a publicly-owned area, in a building which had been 

erected by the Greek National Navy, and that those premises had been arbitrarily 

occupied by persons unknown between June and September 2016. 

  

Furthermore, some of the National Navy installations had already been expropriated by 

the State with a view to building the Athens Mosque, in accordance with the law. Work 

had already started on the Mosque when the building had been converted into a church 

by the congregation in question, in breach of the provisions governing the urban planning 

status of the neighbourhood. 

  

The Court ruled that the public interest of rational urban development could not be 

superseded by the liturgical needs of a religious community which had arbitrarily 

encroached on the public sphere in order to establish and operate a place of worship 

inconsistent with the urban development plan. Consequently, having regard to the 

margin of appreciation enjoyed by States in the area of urban planning and development, 

the Court held that the impugned measure had been justified in principle and been 

proportionate to the aim be pursued. 

  

The applicant was therefore manifestly ill-founded (Article 35 §§ 3 (a) and Article 4 of the 

Convention). 

  

The decision is available only in French: https://bit.ly/2puawpw  

  

See as well Law & Religion in UK: https://bit.ly/2OVmWBu  

  

In short, you can’t merely take over someone else’s building, turn it into a church, then 

plead Article 9 when you’re turfed out. 

 

 

 

 

https://bit.ly/2puawpw
https://bit.ly/2OVmWBu
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Atheist Union of Greece’s complaint upheld  

  

Atheist Alliance (06.09.2019) - https://bit.ly/2BlyHcF - Greece’s independent Data 

Protection Authority (HDPA) ruled that keeping records of, and demanding declaration of 

the religious views of students violate the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) of 

the EU, the Constitution and the European Convention on Human Rights. HDPA said it is 

also illegal to record their nationality. 

 

The decision, made public on Wednesday Sept 4, 2019, follows complaints by an AAI 

affiliate (Atheist Union of Greece) and the Hellenic League for Human Rights (HLHR).  

The complaints (originally made in July 2017 by AUG) had targeted the listing of 

students’ religious views on end-of-school certificates, on an internal Ministry of 

Education portal (mySchool) and on declarations non-Christian Orthodox parents must 

sign to exempt their children from religious classes. 

The ruling by the Data Protection Authority is a legally binding administrative act, which 

means that the government has to comply with it. 

 

More related rulings are expected (both AAI campaigns) about: 

 

 Printing students’ religious views on school certificates is challenged in the 

country’s higher administrative court, the Council of State. 

 The curriculum of the religious class in order to be exempt from which, parents 

have to reveal their children’s religious views, is challenged both in the Council of 

State as well as in the European Court of Human Rights. It is worth noting that, 

while investigating the appeal, the ECtHR, consistent with case law, used the 

wording that “every subject taught in a member state’s education system, 

including religious studies, must convey information and knowledge in an 

objective, critical and pluralistic way”. 

 

Following misinformative reports, the AUG issued a press release describing the case 

accurately from legal, constitutional and rights law perspectives. It also updated its 

guidelines to students and parents for the, now simpler, process of exemption from the 

religious class. 

 

In a recent statement (Sept 17), confirming the legally binding nature of the HDPA 

ruling, the Minister of Education and Religious Affairs announced that the Ministry has 

begun making the necessary adjustments and modifications so that it will comply with 

the religious views recording part. However, the HDPA ruling also concerns the procedure 

for exemption from the confessional religious class, something that was not mentioned. 

 

Given the confusion that prevailed, the ministry has to introduce a new compliant 

procedure, inform the public, parents and students, and provide a new comfortable 

deadline for exemptions instead of the very restrictive previous one (20 days from the 

beginning of the school year). 

 

AUG will continue monitoring for further developments. 

 

 

 

Blasphemy law to be abolished in Greece under new 
criminal code  

 

https://bit.ly/2BlyHcF
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Humanists UK (17.06.2019) - https://bit.ly/2XmVLnY - Blasphemy will be abolished in 

Greece from 1 July 2019 under changes to the country’s criminal code, in a huge step 

forward for the global campaign to end harsh blasphemy laws. 

 

According to the Humanist Union of Greece – a member of Humanists International – the 

crime of blasphemy will be dropped from the country’s Criminal Code and the Code of 

Criminal Procedures from 1 July 2019. The news was welcomed by the Humanist Union of 

Greece after it was published on a Greek news site. 

 

Humanists UK, which co-founded the End Blasphemy Laws campaign to abolish 

blasphemy laws worldwide, described the move as ‘long overdue’ in protecting freedom 

of expression in the country, adding that Greece was now the eighth country to have 

repealed its blasphemy laws since the campaign began. 

 

Greece’s blasphemy law is among the most restrictive in Europe, and has actively been 

used to prosecute people for often satirical posts deemed to insult religion. In a high-

profile blasphemy case in Greece in 2012, blogger Filippos Loizos used a play on words to 

portray a revered Greek Orthodox monk as a traditional pasta-based dish. He 

was sentenced to 10 months in prison after being found guilty of blasphemy. His 

conviction was later overthrown on appeal. 

 

Earlier this year, Humanists UK called for the global abolition of blasphemy laws at the 

40th session of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva. In 2015, Humanists UK co-

founded the End Blasphemy Laws coalition, coordinated by Humanists International. 

 

Humanists UK Director of Public Affairs and Policy Richy Thompson 

said: ‘Blasphemy laws are an unconscionable violation of the right to freedom of 

thought, belief, and expression and in places like Pakistan they have the most dire of 

consequences where people face mob brutality and the death penalty. 

 

‘In Greece, the blasphemy law has been used to target anyone who is critical of the 

Church, or religion in general, and some of those targeted have faced lengthy prison 

sentences and their human rights have been violated. 

 

‘While it is positive that Greece has announced it will abolish its blasphemy law, the 

campaign to end blasphemy laws still has a long way to go. Even in the UK – in Northern 

Ireland and Scotland – blasphemy is still a crime. We are urging people to write to their 

MLA in Northern Ireland to make a stand and say that blasphemy laws do not belong in 

any country.’ 

 

NOTES: 

For further comment or information, please contact Humanists UK press manager Casey-

Ann Seaniger at casey@humanism.org.uk  or phone 020 7324 3078. 

Find out more about our Northern Ireland blasphemy campaign. 

Read about our 2019 intervention on global blasphemy laws at the United Nations. 

Read more about Greece’s move to separate church from State. 

Read more about Humanists UK’s international campaign to end blasphemy laws.  

Significant progress on blasphemy has been made recently with France, Malta, Norway, 

Iceland, Canada, New Zealand, Denmark, and now Greece all having recently repealed 

their blasphemy laws, with Ireland having recently voted to do the same.  

Humanists UK is the national charity working on behalf of non-religious people. Powered 

by over 85,000 members and supporters, we advance free thinking and promote 

humanism to create a tolerant society where rational thinking and kindness prevail. We 

provide ceremonies, pastoral care, education, and support services benefitting over a 

million people every year and our campaigns advance humanist thinking on ethical 

issues, human rights, and equal treatment for all. 

https://bit.ly/2XmVLnY
https://humanists.international/
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/2019/06/greece-quietly-drops-blasphemy-laws-new-criminal-code/
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/countries/europe/greece/
https://www.france24.com/en/20181031-blasphemy-middle-east-asia-bibi-europe-law-religion-ireland
https://www.france24.com/en/20181031-blasphemy-middle-east-asia-bibi-europe-law-religion-ireland
https://humanism.org.uk/2019/03/11/humanists-uk-calls-for-the-global-abolition-of-blasphemy-laws-at-united-nations/
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/
https://humanists.international/
https://humanism.org.uk/what-you-can-do-to-help/ni-blasphemy-repeal/
https://humanism.org.uk/what-you-can-do-to-help/ni-blasphemy-repeal/
mailto:casey@humanism.org.uk
https://humanism.org.uk/2019/03/27/humanists-launch-new-campaign-to-repeal-ancient-blasphemy-laws-in-northern-ireland/
https://humanism.org.uk/2019/03/11/humanists-uk-calls-for-the-global-abolition-of-blasphemy-laws-at-united-nations/
https://humanism.org.uk/2018/11/08/greece-to-separate-church-and-state-a-triumph-for-human-rights/
https://humanism.org.uk/campaigns/international-campaigns/
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Greece quietly drops ‘blasphemy’ laws from new criminal 
code 

Also religious oath was abolished! 

By Vassilis Tsarnas 

Greek Helsinki Monitor (14.09.2019) - https://bit.ly/31zMfgF - Blasphemy law will be 

abolished in Greece from 1 July 2019, when new criminal law comes into effect. 

The change comes as part of a wide-ranging overhaul of the Criminal Code and the Code 

of Criminal Procedures. The two previous articles outlawing ‘blasphemy’ have been 

dropped. At the same time, oaths of affirmation have been overhauled so that everyone 

recites the same civil affirmation, as opposed to any religious oath. 

While there have been some words of criticism from leaders of the Greek Orthodox 

church, wider public reaction against the move has been minimal. 

Humanists in Greece and internationally had been campaigning against the ‘blasphemy’ 

law, which was still actively used, sometimes to suppress religious criticism in theatre 

and the arts, LGBT rights groups, advertising campaigns, and social media users critical 

of the church or religion in general. The Humanist Union of Greece (HUG) said today they 

welcomed: 

“these very important developments and especially that they were not met with 

any significant opposition. HUG hopes that they will be promptly implemented and 

can only regret that a week after the adoption of the new Codes by Parliament the 

service Minister of Interior was sworn in with a religious oath on 11 June!” 

In one of the most famous of ‘blasphemy’ in recent years, a Facebook user Philippos 

Louizos was dragged through the courts for several years, over an image he made which 

made a pun on the name of a Greek Orthodox monk. From 2012 he faced the prospect of 

prison, only for the charges to be dropped in 2017. 

 

 

https://bit.ly/31zMfgF

