PSEKA CONFERENCE – WASHINGTON May 2008

The 24th  Annual PSEKA Conference (Co-ordinating Committee - Justice for Cyprus) took place in Washington from 21st  to 23rd  May.   PSEKA is part of POMAK (Federation of Overseas Cypriots) of which Haris Sophoclides is President.   PSEKA meets annually both in the USA and in Cyprus in order to co-ordinate our efforts in seeking a just solution for Cyprus.   The President of PSEKA is Philip Christopher.

As last year, the conference was widened to encompass relevant Hellenic and Orthodox issues, mainly of Human Rights, Religious Tolerance and Freedom.

Meeting in the USA and, in particular, in the heart of American politics in Washington, in the  Senate and on  Capitol Hill,  is particularly significant in that both 

the U.S. and the U.K. have an important role to play in the Cyprus issue and it is relevant that we communicate closely with Members of the American Congress and Senate in the U.S. and with our Members of Parliament in the U.K.

In brief - Main Message of the Conference

All the Congressmen, Congresswomen, Senators and the State Department plus the delegates, welcomed the election of President Demetris Christofias.

Congressman Ed Royce (California) commented on the phenomenal turnout to vote for the Presidency and that the result was very popular world-wide.   

Congresswoman Carolyn Maloney (New York) said that she hopes that President Christofias will visit the U.S. and meet them in Washington and a letter has been sent to Condoleeza Rice asking that President Christofias be invited. 

All welcomed the start of the Technical Committees and Working Groups, the meetings between the President Christofias and Mr. Mehmet Ali Talat.

If left alone by Turkey, Turkish-Cypriots will want to progress to a satisfactory solution, which is why leverage must be used on Turkey to do so.

Whilst saying that the Cypriots must discuss the solution between them, the U.S. is willing to facilitate and help in any way which is needed.

Amongst Cypriots representing the U.S. were:-

Philip Christopher – President PSEKA; 

Panicos Papanicolaou – Supreme President, Cyprus Federation of America;

Nicos Mouyiaris – Exec.Vice President, Pancyprian Association of America;

Thelma Pieri – President, Pancyprian Association of Florida;

American Cypriots do excellent work in lobbying their Congressmen/women and Senators.   There are approximately 70,000 Cypriots in America but they are supported by millions of Greek Americans.
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Amongst the Hellenes representing the U.S. were:-

Andrew Athens – Hon.World President, World Council of Hellenes (SAE) and National Chair  of UHAC;

Stephanos Tamvakis, World President, SAE 

Andrew Manatos – President, National Co-ordinated Effort of Hellenes (CEH)

Representatives of the Government of Cyprus

The conference particularly welcomed and honoured Stephanos Stephanou, Cyprus Government Spokesman.

Also present were the Mayors of occupied Kyrenia, Morphou and Aganthou, Maria Ioannou, Pambos Pittas and Savvas Savvides; 

Andreas Kakouris – Ambassador of Cyprus in the U.S., who is London born and raised and who clearly understands the psychology of both the American and British political scenario, which is an excellent advantage for Cyprus

Representatives of the Government of Greece
Grigoris Niotis – Greek M.P. , Spyridon Georgiadis – Greek M.P.

Alexandros Mallias, Ambassador of Greece to the U.S.

Representatives of the National Federation of Cypriots in the UK

The UK has the largest concentration of Cypriots outside Cyprus, approximately 400,000.   The Representatives from the National Federation were:- 


Mihalis Kashis, one of the Vice-Presidents

George Hajifanis, Honorary Secretary
Susie Constantinides, Executive Member

Andreas Karaolis, Executive Secretary

Maria Kashis, Member of the Board 

Nicos Kodjamanis and Costas Evangelou represented the Morphou Association.     

As the President of the National Federation, Peter Droussiotis, was unable to attend the conference, Susie Constantinides, who chairs the National Federation’s Activities Committee, was asked to present the UK’s Report.

George Hajifanis, Honorary Secretary, also spoke at the conference.

Representatives met in the Capitol & Senate with 35 Democrats & Republicans

of Congress representing states such as Florida, New York, New Jersey, Maryland, California, Nevada, Rhode Island.

It was interesting that out of the 35, 20 were older established Members of Congress whom we have met before, support Cyprus, and included:-

Carolyn Maloney – Irish American 

Shelley Berkley – Greek American/Jewish, whose grandfather was from Salonika

Donald Payne – African American

Frank Pallone – Italian American

John Sarbanes – Greek American (son of Senator Paul Sarbanes, now retired) 

Jesse Jackson Jnr. – African American/new Congressman, son of Jesse Jackson 

Gus Billerakis – Greek American (son  of  Mike Billerakis, now retired)

Zack Space – Greek American,whose grandfather fought in the 1st World War.
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Our American Cypriots invited 15 new and younger Members of Congress to support us.   We were also reminded that Congressman Robert Wexler, Chair of the House Foreign Affairs Committee’s European Sub-Committee, Founder and Co-Chair of the Turkish Caucus, has accepted briefing from PSEKA since last year and busied himself learning about the Cypriot Government’s stance.

Later, we were linked by telephone with Robert Wexler (Jewish American) who was campaigning with John MacCain, Republican nominee for the Presidency of the USA.   For information, there are also three candidates for the Republican “Vice-Presidency” including the first Greek-Cypriot, Charlie Christ, who is Governor of Florida.

Last year, PSEKA invited Democrat nominees for the Presidency of the USA, Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama, to address the Conference regarding the Cyprus issue.  They were both campaigning this year and unable to be at the conference.

Representatives also met with 8 Senators including:

Robert Menendez – Cuban American, who has succeeded Paul Sarbanes as  Senior Senator (Democrats) and  is Chair of the Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee’s International Development & Foreign Assistance Sub-Committee and European Affairs Sub-committee.   Senator Menendez re-committed himself to working for the removal of  Turkish troops from Cyprus and stressed the importance of the sovereignty of Cyprus.   He added that the solution must come from the Cypriots themselves; no one can impose a solution on them.

Barbara Mikulski – Polish American who has previously welcomed EU membership of both Cyprus and Poland and is Chair of the Senate’s Committee of Justice.

U.S. Ambassador to Cyprus

The U.S. Ambassador to Cyprus-designate, Frank Urbancic was also present.

Philip Christopher, President of PSEKA

Throughout the conference, Philip Christopher briefed the politicians and conference delegates alike, reminding them of the important issues.   He stressed that the primary aim of the conference was the Cyprus issue.

Andy Athens, Hon.World President of SAE, covered the main points of the Greek and Cypriot issues.   He also echoed Philip Christopher in that the primary aim of the conference was the Cyprus issue.   

Andy Manatos, in his briefing, touched on the following points:-

Property in the occupied area of Cyprus

Co-sponsors of the House of Representatives are pursuing a Bill for the protection of property in the occupied area of Cyprus.

Withdrawal of Turkish Troops from Cyprus

65 co-sponsors of the House of Representatives have signed a proposed Bill for the withdrawal of Turkish troops from Cyprus.
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Relationships between the U.S. and Cyprus

These have been re-established and re-built (after the referenda and ensuing down-trend).

Greek MPs and SAE

Greek Americans face many issues but the most important and pressing is that of Cyprus.

30 Greek MPs have formed a non-partisan committee to discuss national issues.   At the same time, one of their main issues is that of Cyprus.   

They are pleased with the start of the Technical Committees and Working Groups and also with the meetings between the President and Mr. Talat.

We need to impress on the U.S. that it is in her interest to have a Free United Cyprus.

Andreas Kakouris, Cyprus Ambassador

Echoed the last point, i.e. that we have to show how important a Free United Cyprus is to the U.S. (Similarly, this is what we strive to do in the U.K.).

He added that, practically, we have to accept that Turkey is embedded in U.S. politics. 

Stephanos Stephanou – Cyprus Government Spokesman

Covered many points including the following:-

His presence at the PSEKA conference acknowledges the President Christofias’ respect for the role and work of PSEKA. and all the overseas organisations.   (This acknowledgment by President Christofias was well received  by conference participants and politicians alike).

The outcome of 21st March has led to work starting in  the Technical Committees and  Working Groups, plus a new meeting on 23rd May with Mr. Talat, initiated by President Christofias, to examine the progress of these committees.

The Government of Cyprus is aware that there will be obstacles and problems.

Main aim is to open door to the fully-fledged negotiations.  Need to prepare well.

The International Community has a role to play because the Cypriot problem has extended beyond the border of Cyprus.

Any external involvement must adhere to International Law.

It is very important for the two Leaders to meet and discuss as Cypriots, for a Cypriot solution, and then convince the E.U. and Turkey to support.   However, Turkey sticks to her own agenda and, therefore, it is important for the International Community  to show Turkey that it is in her own interest to solve Cyprus which will also open the road for her accession to the E.U.

The Missing

Senator Eliot Engel (Jewish American), who introduced the Bill on the Missing several years’ ago, joined us at the conference.

A Resolution for the Missing was proposed by the Cyprus Missing Organisation and adopted by the conference as follows:-
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We demand of Turkey that it complies fully with the May 2001 Judgment of the European Court of Human Rights, which, among other violations, found that Turkey, by failing to conduct effective investigations after its illegal invasion of Cyprus in 1974 and  continued occupation of more than one third of its territory, violated the right of life and liberty of Cypriots regarded as missing persons and the right of their relatives not to be subjected to inhumane and degrading treatment, whilst searching for news of  their loved ones.   

We welcome the reactivation of the UN sponsored Committee on Missing Persons in Cyprus and especially its programme of exhumation and identification, and call on Turkey to initiate its own additional measures, as stipulated in the 2007 Interim Resolution of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe.

Destruction of Cyprus’ Cultural Heritage in the Occupied Area

The importance of seeing this at first hand was demonstrated by Congressman Lincoln Diaz-Balart (Florida), Cuban American, who visited Cyprus with Panicos Papanicolaou and was appalled that Panicos’ grandmother’s house in the occupied area has been turned into a junkyard.   The village’s little church has also been desecrated.

A European Union Member Country under occupation

Congressman Joe Knollenberg (Michigan), Danish American, stated that it was unacceptable that an EU Member country such as Cyprus is under occupation.   Europe is important to the U.S.    Cyprus is one nation, Turkish troops must leave Cyprus and Turkey must “stop this nonsense of dividing Cyprus”.

State Department

Daniel Fried, Asst.Secretary of State for European & Eurasian Affairs, referred to the invaluable institution of the Ecumenical Patriarchy in Turkey, which, he added, a multi-ethnic state such as Turkey should  be proud of.

The State Department is pleased with the election of the new President of Cyprus, Demetris Christofias “The Cypriots have in him a good leader” and with his progress so far in activating the Technical Committees and initiating meetings with Mehmet Ali Talat, the next being on 23rd May.

Dan Fried commented that there is a good climate in Cyprus and a good atmosphere between the Cypriots.   A solution is what the people want and the goal must remain as the Federation.   Cypriots must make their own plan and the U.S. thinks it is achievable.

The U.S. will be a facilitator and will be involved and give help.

As the Deputy Secretary of State, John Negroponte (Greek origin) followed Dan Fried, he gave us a general view of the Middle and Far East.   He mentioned the need for China to respect her neighbours, prompting the question from the Mayor of Aganthou, Savvas Savvides “Why then, doesn’t Turkey respect her neighbours!?”
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Throughout the conference, Members of the Congress and Senate placed great emphasis on the need for Turkey to exercise Human Rights and Religious Tolerance & Freedom.   This was on several fronts:-

· The Patriarchy in Istanbul and the need for Turkey to recognise that the Patriarchy is  indeed ecumenical;

· Turkey to allow the Seminary to reopen; 

· The destruction and looting of the Churches in occupied Cyprus;

      The fact that, apart from being destroyed and looted, many have been turned into    

      non-religious buildings, e.g. cafés, including stables.

The Value of a United Cyprus

This was  reiterated by many of the speakers who said that a united Cyprus will be a strong ally for the U.S.   They stressed the need for Turkey to do the right thing as far as Cyprus is concerned and to respect the UN resolutions. 

Forgotten Memories in Cyprus

On the last  day of the conference, there was an interesting Presentation by Professors Susan Drucker & Gary Gumpert about their on-going research regarding  53000 Jewish refugees who, having survived the Nazi concentration camps, were refused entry to Palestine and were interned in Cyprus in the Dhekelia area by the British (1946-1949). The kindness shown by the Cypriot people and, in particular, by AKEL, was mentioned. 
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In the photograph from left to right: Susie Constanides, Panicos Papanicolaou, Andrew Athens, Charalambos Pittas, Philip Christopher, Andreas Karaolis, Thelma Pieris, Andy Manatos
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