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The Convention Concerning the Exchange of Greek and Turkish 

Populations (1923) and the Greek Council Act (1931): 

How these Legal Instruments defined the Fate of the Greeks 

in the Soviet Union and the Stalinist Regime in the 1920s-1930s 

 

The Greeks in the Soviet Union and the Convention (1923)  

For centuries, Tsarist Russia became a hospitable environment and a 

place of settlement for many Greeks in the Ottoman Period. The reset-

tlement of Greeks from Pontus and Asia Minor to Russia was continu-

ous from the 15th to the 20th century and its pace corresponded to the 

unstable state of Russo-Turkish relations and the constantly disturbed 

relationship between the Greek state and the Ottoman Empire. This mi-

gration path was largely influenced by the conditions prevailing in the 

Ottoman Empire, but also by the promising conditions in the host coun-

try as an extremely extensive colonization program of the Tsarist re-

gime aimed at the economic development and social empowerment of 

the regions of Southern Russia and the Caucasus. This circumstance 

prompted large groups to leave the Ottoman Empire with the aim of 

escaping political and religious oppression.1 In addition to the mass em-

igration, many Greeks also moved to Russia intending to find better 

working conditions. These workers did not settle permanently at Tsarist 

Russia, but they worked there when they could not find work in their 

homeland. This seasonal immigration, which often resulted in perma-

 
* PhD student at the Department of Balkan Slavic and Oriental Studies at University 

of Macedonia, Thessaloniki. 

1 Konstantinos Fotiadis, Ο Ελληνισμός της Ρωσίας και της Σοβιετικής Ένωσης (The 

Hellenism of Russia and the Soviet Union) (Thessaloniki: Herodotos, 2003), 17-39; 

Panaretos Topalidis, Ο Πόντος ανά τους αιώνας (Pontus throughout the centuries) 

(Drama: n.p., 1929), 238; Isaak Lavrentidis, Οι εκ Σοβιετικής Ενώσεως Έλληνες πο-

ντιακής καταγωγής και τα εκ της συνθήκης της Λωζάνης δικαιώματά των (Greeks of 

Pontic Origin from the Soviet Union and their Rights according to the Treaty of Lau-

sanne) (Athens: The Committee of Pontian Studies, 1986), 15-17. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
72 Lazaros Vasileiadis 

nent settlement, gradually led to a further increase of the Greek propor-

tion in the Russian Empire.2 

A typical example of mass and forced emigration of Greeks took 

place during the First World War, when a large part of the Greek pop-

ulation decided to leave the nearest provinces of the Ottoman Empire 

and settle on the Russian borders. This situation became more extensive 

over time, partly due to the terrible persecutions and expulsions of the 

Greek population from the coastal towns of the Black Sea into the inte-

rior of Turkey, and partly due to the advance of Russian troops into the 

Turkish provinces. After the social unrest of the October Revolution, 

the Russian troops left the Ottoman territory following the Soviet peace 

program that supported the idea of “no annexations or indemnities.” 

The Russian withdrawal caused nearly 85,800 Greeks to abandon their 

homes and property and follow the Russian army for fear of Turkish 

aggression.3 

This group of people settled in various parts of the Caucasus and in 

Southern Russia near their relatives and countrymen who had fled there 

in previous emigrations. Another group of more than 60,000 Greeks 

from the Kars district tried to escape the Turkish attacks in March 1918 

by leaving their villages and fleeing to Georgia. 40,000 of them fled to 

North Georgia, while the rest reached Caucasus, Kuban, and the Rus-

sian coast of Black Sea.4 The Greek state estimated that nearly 150,000 
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Greeks had fled to Russia since 1912,5 while there were numerous esti-

mates that put the number even higher (160,000).6 

After the unsuccessful Greek military presence during the Ukrainian 

campaign in 1919 and the final Bolshevik domination in the southern 

Russian region, the Russian hospitable environment turned into an un-

safe and problematic environment for the Greeks. Due to this disorderly 

and hostile situation, many Greeks were forced to abandon the Russian 

land and flee their homes or temporary accommodation. In April 1919, 

a part of the Greeks of Southern Russia left in order to enter the Greek 

state. Their number amounted to 9,015 and settled in: Syros 366, Pravion 

99, Chios 300, Piraeus 2,608, Imvros 5, Lemnos 95, Nafplio 12, Aegina 

277, Athens 426, Kefallinia 140, Trikala 320, Volos 1,153, Mytilene 251, 

Thessaloniki 1,473, Hydra 196, Lavrio 858, Spetses 436.7 

On the other hand, the fact that the Armenians decided to enter into 

an armed conflict with the Turks, put great pressure on the Greek pop-

ulation of Anti-Caucasus and, in conjunction with the expansion of the 

Bolsheviks, they decided to emigrate to Greece at any cost.8 Under 

these circumstances, from May 1920 to the end of February 1921, 

52,878 Greeks fled to Thessaloniki. Most of them came from Armenia, 

the rest from Georgia. The first 10,000 of these refugees settled in var-

ious parts of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace, while a large group settled 

in Central Macedonia. In general, the Greek population settled in the 

following areas: Thessaloniki, Pella, Kilkis, Drama, Veroia, Nigrita, Yan-

nitsa, Kavala, Sidirokastro, Kozani, Tirnavos, Soufli, Kypseli, Serres, 

Saranda Ekklisies, Elassona, Lagada and other areas. The deplorable 
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state of health of some Caucasian refugees infected with the causative 

agent of exanthematic typhus prompted the Greek Ministry of Welfare 

to buy out the British hospitals established during the military opera-

tions in Macedonia. In particular, the 43rd, 50th and 52nd British hospi-

tals of the Kalamaria and the 28th hospital of the Harman-Kioi district 

were purchased.9 

After the end of the so-called War Communism 1918-1921 in Rus-

sia, the Greeks who stayed behind tried to adapt to the New Economic 

Policy and the emergence of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. 

The Greeks in the Soviet Union composed of three main categories: the 

holders of Soviet citizenship, the Greek Orthodox population expelled 

from Pontus and considered Greek nationals according to the Conven-

tion, and the old inhabitants of Russia who were Greek nationals.10 The 

implementation of NEP prevented –somehow– their tendency to flee. 

Also, the regime’s tolerance of the existence of small property and the 

emergence of small businesses and shops provided some rudimentary 

freedom in the economic sphere. The Greek population was particularly 

important to the Soviet Union since the majority of those Greeks were 

peasants and constituted the tobacco planters of the region, an ex-

tremely useful group for the needs of the Soviet economy. The Greeks 

of Soviet Union knew how difficult life was in Greece, they had the 

intuition that they should not leave their homes, and as long as they 

could live in peace, they tried to be useful to their relatives in Greece 

instead of going to the Greek state and being a burden to them.11 

Moreover, the failed Greek campaign in Asia Minor, the abandon-

ment of the Treaty of Serves and the renegotiation at Lausanne, and the 

general political and economic problems of the Greek state became fur-
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Giannis Megas (Thessaloniki: University Studio Press, 2015), 44-46. 
10 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1925, 4.6, From the Director of the Ex-
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ther reasons for the Greeks who lived in the Soviet Union to stay where 

they were. The framework of Lausanne Peace Conference (November 

20, 1922-July 24, 1923) represented the new balance of power between 

Greece and Turkey and established the new legal conditions for the co-

existence of the two states. The Acts agreed upon in Lausanne clarified 

and organized border, property and administrative issues and deter-

mined the fate of millions of people who had to abandon their homes 

and properties. The Convention concerning the Exchange of Greek and 

Turkish Populations was signed at Lausanne on January 30, 1923. This 

Convention stipulated that from May 1, 1923, there had to be a com-

pulsory exchange of Turkish nationals of the Greek Orthodox religion 

residing in Turkish territory and Greek nationals of the Muslim religion 

residing in Greek territory. These persons did not have the right to re-

turn to Turkey or Greece without the permission of the Turkish Gov-

ernment and the Greek Government, respectively.12 

Article 3 of the Convention stated that the Muslims who had already 

left Greece and Greek Orthodox who had already left Turkey were to 

be considered part of the population exchange. The Convention men-

tioned those Greeks and Muslims who had left the territories since Oc-

tober 18, 1912. According to this article, every single Greek Orthodox, 

who had come to the Russian territory from Asia Minor and Pontus 

since that date and until 1923 should have been included in the popula-

tion exchange. The Greek population that had decided to leave the near-

est Turkish provinces and settle on the Russian borders, as well as many 

Greeks who had left Russia between 1919 and 1921 and settled in 

Greece, fulfilled the requirements of the Convention, which defined the 

cases that were eligible for the exchange of Greek and Turkish Popula-

tions. 

Under Article 7 of the Convention, the emigrants would lose the na-

tionality of the country they left and would acquire the nationality of 

the country of their destination on their arrival in the territory of the 

latter country. Emigrants who had already left one country or other and 
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had not yet acquired their new nationality acquired that nationality on 

the date of signature of the Convention.13 Accordingly, the article 

proved that Greeks who had fled to the Russian territories had acquired 

the right to become Greek nationals since January 30, 1923. The Greek 

Law 3098/1924, which was essentially based on the Exchange Conven-

tion, established the procedure that the displaced refugees had to follow 

in order to acquire Greek citizenship. The Greeks, who had fled abroad 

from Asia Minor, Eastern Thrace, and Pontus since October 18, 1912, 

had the right to be registered in the civil registers of the Greek state. For 

the displaced Greek population who had settled in the Soviet Union, the 

procedure required the in-person presence of the applicants at the Greek 

Embassy in Moscow, as an oath had to be taken before the application 

could be submitted. The consular authority would then forward the doc-

uments to the Ministry of the Interior and then to the competent Greek 

Prefectures to complete the registration.14 

In addition, Article 10 provided that the movable and immovable 

property of persons, who had already left the territory of the High Con-

tracting Parties and were deemed to be included in the population ex-

change in accordance with Article 3 of the Convention, was to be liqui-

dated. That liquidation was about to be carried out independently of any 

measures of any kind whatever, under the laws passed and the regula-

tions of any kind enacted in Greece and Turkey since October 18, 1912, 

and they had resulted in any restriction on rights of ownership over the 

property in question. As regards expropriated property, it was incum-

bent on the Mixed Commission to carry out a revaluation of such prop-

erty, if it had been expropriated since October 18, 1912, having previ-

ously belonged to persons liable to the exchange of populations in the 

two countries, and was situated in territories to which the exchange ap-

plied. The total amount of this compensation had to be carried to the 

credit of these owners and to the debit of the Government on whose 

territory the expropriated property was situated. On the terms of this 

Article, the displaced refugees of the Soviet Union were entitled to 
 

13 “Convention Concerning the Exchange of Greek and Turkish Populations,” The 
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compensation for their liquidated and expropriated property if they 

managed to enter the Greek state.15 

In 1924, the Greek state established normal diplomatic relations with 

the Soviet Union. After two months of negotiations in Berlin, Greece 

de jure recognized the USSR on March 8, 1924. When Eleftherios 

Venizelos returned to Greece in December 1923, he acknowledged that 

the Greek state should have established diplomatic relations with the 

Soviet government much earlier, not only because of the general inter-

ests of the country, but also for the sake of the large Greek community 

in the USSR. The establishment of diplomatic relations between the two 

states had a palliative effect on the lives of Greeks in the Soviet state.16 

An example of the restoration of diplomatic relations and a factor of 

cooperation between the Greek state and the Soviet Union was the ex-

change of 3,000 Armenians living in Greece with 3,000 Greek refugees 

who had settled in the Soviet Union.17 The special agreement was 

signed between the Greek state and the Soviet Union on October 8, 

1925. The same policy was repeated during the new government of 

Eleftherios Venizelos 1929-1933, when about 7,000 people emigrated 

from USSR to Greece. During the same period, several thousand Ar-

menians left Greece and settled in Soviet Armenia. On December 30, 

1931, the first group of Armenians, about 1,500 people, left Piraeus for 

Batum. It is estimated that a total of 8,000 to 10,000 Armenians settled 

in the Soviet Union during 1931-1932.18 

After the normalization of relations between the Greek state and the 

Soviet Union, the Greek population felt more comfortable continuing 

to live in the Soviet state. However, many states that resumed diplo-

matic relations with the Soviet Union much later than Greece rushed to 

sign a consular agreement at the same time and open consulates in at 

least some cities other than Moscow something which was avoided by 

Greece. The problem was that the lack of consular representations de-

 
15 “Convention Concerning the Exchange,” 84-86. 
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prived the Greek population in inaccessible and remote areas of their 

right to turn to a Greek consulate in case of need. For example, if a 

displaced refugee wanted to be registered in the civil registry of a Greek 

town, he had to travel a long way to reach the only consulate in Moscow. 

The consequences of this flawed policy led to a host of problems for the 

Greek population. Local authorities began to regard Greeks as no longer 

foreigners, and the first violations of the law against Greeks took place 

without any reaction or direct consular protest. This gave the impression 

that Greeks could be subjected to pressures that were certainly more 

difficult to apply in other cases and to other population groups.19 

At the end of 1931, the Soviet government declared to the Greek 

Embassy that those who claimed to be foreign nationals had to present 

the necessary documents to the local Soviet authorities. Greeks scat-

tered throughout Russia may not have been aware of this serious provi-

sion, and thus the existence of some consular authorities became an un-

fulfilled necessity, since the consular service, which was supposed to 

provide information to compatriots, was never sufficient. The Soviet 

authorities took advantage of the difficulties of the Greek population in 

obtaining the necessary documents and began to force them to obtain 

Soviet certificates. This situation became increasingly difficult during 

the Stalinist regime. 

 

The Stalinist Exclusive Rule in the 1920s-1930s 

It is a well-known fact that during the Stalin Era (1928-1953) every-

thing in the USSR had been radically transformed and this alteration 

happened in every single sector of the society. From an agrarian country 

with small individual agriculture, the Soviet Union transformed into an 

intensive industrial country with collective, large scale mechanized ag-

riculture, and the Stalinist system can best be summed up as a blend of 

bolshevism and one-party rule, industrialization, mobilization, and total 

control, Stalinism paranoia and the use of Terror. Stalin and the Party 

used three fundamental instruments to ensure the Soviet people’s par-

 
19 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1935, Β:2/P/3. 
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ticipation in their domestic policies by using persuasion, incentive, and 

coercion.20 

The Stalinist economic model and the Five-Year plans succeeded in 

developing heavy industry, which was essential to the survival of the 

Soviet Union during World War II, but the goal of running an industrial 

program that was exempt from foreign investment completely compro-

mised the agricultural way of life. Peasants had to sacrifice their prop-

erty and land for industrial plans. Stalinist Russia had focused on con-

trolling the peasantry to support the industrialization program which 

became a high priority issue. The acceleration of collectivism and the 

elimination of the kulaks as a class became one of the main goals of 

Stalinist Russia and collectivization was organized to provide the nec-

essary investment funds and cheap food for the industrial working 

class.21 According to this statement, if someone tries to find an answer 

to the question “Who paid for the Soviet industrialization?” the answer 

is quite simple, probably the peasants did because most of them lost 

their property through confiscation and had to work in labor camps.22 

Mass repression became a useful tool and one of the main means by 

which the authorities dealt with social unrest and the changing character 

of repression in the 1930s reflected the changing character of the Soviet 

state. Campaigns of mass repression were directed against different 

groups at different times and became a weapon of the totalitarian regime 

and a perfect means of targeting hostile elements of the society. During 

the collectivization and industrialization process, mass repression was 

used as part of the class struggle to establish the Soviet power of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat, while after the victory of socialism, this 

kind of repression of people had changed and became a constitutive part 

of Soviet nation-building. Once the class enemies were defeated, the 
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21 John Paxton, Leaders of Russia and the Soviet Union: From the Romanov Dynasty 

to Vladimir Putin (New York: Routledge, 2004), 109; Sakwa, op.cit., 179. 
22 Peter Kenez, A History of the Soviet Union from the Beginning to the End (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 96. 
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mass oppression techniques targeted an increasingly vast range of social 

and then ethnic groups.23 Of course, the class war did not begin under 

Stalin’s regime, but he was responsible for various brutal measures di-

rected against the majority of people who were considered enemies of 

the state. 

Dekulakization became the first paradigm that led the Stalinist re-

gime to organize, test, and witness the first mass deportation of count-

less people. The main goal was to force the peasants to join the Kol-

khozes, using the weapon of fear to make them surrender their land to 

the collectives. “It was a second civil war, this time against the peas-

ants.”24 The Party demanded the land that the Revolution had given to 

the same peasants. This class war became an attempt by the state to 

destroy class resistance in the countryside. With dekulakization, the 

Stalinist regime had its first experience of uprooting and removing mil-

lions. Party and police officials targeted supposedly rich peasants and 

other anti-Soviet elements.25 

In January 1928, Stalin visited Siberia, where, despite a good har-

vest, little grain could be procured, and decided that was necessary to 

declare the class war against the prosperous peasants.26 The Party had 

debated this question for years, but only reached a consensus under Sta-

lin’s leadership in late 1929. Stalin first announced the elimination of 

the kulaks as a class in December 1929 and the Politburo and the Inter-

nal Security Police took collectivization and dekulakization even more 

seriously in 1930.27 What happened in late 1929 and 1930 was radical. 

The Stalinist leadership roiled the peasants by following a systematic 

policy toward the agrarian population. The authorities targeted first cer-

tain regions and later the whole country. By 1937, at the end of the sec-

 
23 David Shearer, “Social Disorder, Mass Repression and the NKVD during the 
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Ericson Jr. (New York: Harper Collins Publishers Inc, 2002), 428. 
25 Michael Gelb, “An Early Soviet Ethnic Deportation: The Far-Eastern Koreans,” 

The Russia Review 54, no. 3 (July 1995): 389, http://www.jstor.org/stable/131438 
26 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution in Russia 1928-32,” Journal of Contempo-

rary History 9, no. 1 (January 1974): 40, http://www.jstor.org/stable/260267 
27 Lynne Viola, “The Other Archipelago: Kulak Deportations to the North in 1930,” 

Slavic Review 60, no. 4 (Winter 2001): 733-34, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2697493 
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ond Five-year Plan, private ownership of land was abolished. Simulta-

neously with the collectivization campaign, Stalin announced the abo-

lition of the kulaks as a class. However, there was never a precise defi-

nition of the term kulak, something which played a crucial role because 

that term was used by the government as a political weapon against 

those who tried to resist. When the authorities defined peasants as ku-

laks and they were believed to have had a surplus, they took away their 

property. Accordingly, many peasants accepted life on the collective 

farms for fear of being labeled kulaks. What was clear is that collectiv-

ization related to dekulakization and dekulakization was exactly like a 

constant robbery.28 

The Stalinist leadership tried to ignite and intensify the class war in 

the villages by luring the poor peasants with privileges and material in-

terests. Material interests led the poor peasants to denounce their richer 

neighbors for concealment because many tried to hide what they owned, 

but concealment was a crime. The eradication of the so-called kulaks, 

merchants, and the supposedly rich, inevitably led to the destruction of 

the social identity of these people and the creation of another social 

class of stigmatized, exiled, and imprisoned people who were consid-

ered enemies of the Soviet Union. These circumstances forced workers 

to seek for better working and survival conditions and thus to change 

jobs. The state met the above problems with cruelty. With the introduc-

tion of the compulsory work booklet and the reintroduction of the so-

called internal passport, the Soviet authorities took care not only to re-

strict the free and constant movement of the labor force but also to re-

duce and control the mass movements of society as a whole.29 

Stalin achieved the hitherto impossible; to incite a class struggle in 

the village and to eliminate once and for all the cases of private land 

ownership and capitalist economic forms. The peasants’ resistance was 

exclusively passive, as they were unable to protect themselves. In many 

cases, they slaughtered their domestic animals. It is estimated that be-

tween 1928 and 1933, peasants slaughtered 46.6% of cattle, 47% of 

 
28 Alec Nove, An Economic History of the USSR 1917-1991 (Auckland: Penguin 

Books,1992), 166. 
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horses, and 65.1% of sheep. The slaughter of the cattle led to a signifi-

cant reduction in population because of the famine.30 

After 1933, the Soviet authorities focused on securing the country’s 

major cities, new industrial centers, and other strategically important 

regions. New campaigns were organized to crack down on the socially 

dangerous elements and protect not only the cities but also the borders 

of the Soviet Union.31 Stalin's directed prosecutions, against the admin-

istrative, technical and financial strata of the managers and directors of 

factories and industries, led to the complete replacement of the old 

workforce, which came from the old tsarist urban environment, with 

employees brought up by Bolshevism and were preferably coming from 

the working class.32 

Some researchers support that the ethnic target groups played a mi-

nor role before 1937, as “the Gulag’s tastes were cosmopolitan rather 

than racist.”33 Even though collectivization was not supposed to have 

an ethnic dimension, there are numerous examples that prove other-

wise. The period between 1936 and 1938 became a period of staged 

trials and arrests aimed at destroying any potential enemy of the Soviet 

Union. Soviet ethnic cleansing was transformed from partial removal 

of stigmatized ethnic groups into a total removal in 1937. Since July 

1937, Stalin had targeted almost everyone, attacking every single per-

son who might be a potential enemy. The order issued in July 1937, had 

been formulated against kulaks, criminals, and anti-Soviet enemies.  On 

November 7, 1937, Stalin declared that enemies should be eliminated 

as the kinship of groups. According to this, if someone was targeted as 

a hostile element, it could affect their relatives.34 These brutal measures 

became a practice of collective responsibility because in many cases, 

when one member of the family was stigmatized, the other family mem-

 
30 Martin McCauley, The Rise and the Fall of the Soviet Union (London: Routledge, 

2013), 145.  
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34 Golfo Alexopoulos, “Stalin and the Politics of Kinship: Practices of Collective Pun-
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bers were also affected. NKVD Order No. 00486 provided for a practice 

whereby wives were necessarily punished along with their husbands. 

This practice was ended by the new Order No. 00689 in October 1938. 

Campaigns against anti-Soviet elements continued into the 1940s. 

Since class was no longer a primary criterion, repression of social and 

then ethnic groups became the primary means of dealing with what was 

seen as social disorder. Under Stalin, mass repression became the es-

sential means of Soviet nation-building.35  

 

The Greek Refugees on the Run 

All the above considered, it was quite palpable why both the Greek dis-

placed refugees from Turkey and the rest of the Greek population of the 

Soviet Union tried to find an immediate way to Greece. The issue of the 

so-called repatriation of the Greeks from the Soviet Union and the var-

ious public debates on this subject came to the fore again in 1929-1930, 

after the implementation of the Soviet law on agrarian reform. The com-

pulsory agricultural collectivism affected the Greek population of the 

Soviet Union as arable land was taken away from the peasants, several 

plots of land belonging to the wealthy peasants were confiscated, and 

those who remained were forced to join the collective farm coopera-

tives. The Greek Embassy in Moscow was pressured by Greek peasants, 

tobacco planters and refugees to issue their passports. Applications 

were made either exclusively by the applicants themselves to the Greek 

Embassy, or through petitions from their relatives who assured that they 

were able to accommodate and financially support their relatives.36 

The Embassy sought support from church and communal bodies to 

reassure the rural population. The uproar was great among the Greek 

displaced refugees, and the other Greek inhabitants of the Russian ter-

ritories, who were asking by thousands to be issued with passports and 

to be allowed to leave for Greece. There were some exceptions of per-

sons, but the Embassy was asked to further reduce the exceptions to a 

 
35 Terry Martin, “The Origins of Soviet Ethnic Cleansing,” The Journal of Modern 

History 70, no. 4 (December 1988): 837, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/235168; 

Paxton, op.cit., 109; Shearer, op.cit., 534. 
36 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1940, B16/B/P/B Πολιτική, Note from the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
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minimum, and as it was difficult to define precisely all the exceptional 

cases of these refugees, and consequently of the old peasants and to-

bacco planters, it was decided that the Embassy should not be empow-

ered to issue passports unless they were demonstrably wealthy.37 

The Greek state needed time to make important decisions, as it had 

to take into account another factor namely, the question of the transfer 

of the Greeks’ deposits, which were in Soviet banks if they left the 

country. On this question, the Embassy informed the Ministry of For-

eign Affairs that according to the decision made by the Soviet authori-

ties on February 19, 1929, the amount of money to be granted to those 

who were about to leave the Soviet Union was fixed and related exclu-

sively to the immediate costs of departure and not to the export of 

money or property. According to the Soviet authorities, anyone wishing 

to dispose of assets could do so only within the boundaries of the Soviet 

Union and under Soviet jurisdiction.38 

Under this condition, the Greek families that came to Greece were 

deprived even of the absolute minimum of subsistence, while the lack 

of land, housing, and settlement posed enormous problems for the 

Greek state. Another reason which prevented the Greek government 

from approving of the arrival of a large number of Greek applicants was 

the danger of the transmission of communist ideas, because according 

to the government, the emigrants from the Soviet Union tended towards 

communism, since they were large families whose children had been 

educated and brought up in Soviet schools, and who –according to 

many beliefs in Greek public opinion– had been influenced by the prin-

ciples of Bolshevism.39 All these questions troubled the Greek govern-

ment, and there was discussion as to whether it would be possible to 

transfer Greeks who could afford to have 1,000 dollars for their settle-

ment. A large nominal list of names of Greeks who were to emigrate 

with their families was sent to the Embassy in Moscow by the Ministry 

of the Welfare. However, this idea was abandoned, and it was decided 

 
37 Zapantis, op.cit., 247-48. 
38 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1934, Β:13/Α/4, the Embassy informed the 

Foreign Ministry about the decision of the Soviet authorities concerning the amount 

of money that was granted to those who were leaving the Soviet Union, The Soviet 

authorities made that decision on February 19,1929.  
39 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1934, Β:13Α F. 5th 20.000-25.000. 
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to allow a limited number of persons under exceptional circumstances 

and after strict control.40 

The most important question which the Greek government had to 

resolve was that of the displaced Greek refugees who had fled to Rus-

sian territory and who were considered part of the population exchange 

program under the terms of the Convention. There was an ongoing dis-

cussion on two main issues. The first issue was the procedure that the 

displaced refugees had to go through in order to obtain Greek citizen-

ship according to the Greek Law 3098/1924.41 The second one was the 

decision on whether they should have been allowed to settle in Greece. 

The issuance of the Certificate from a Greek Municipality or Commu-

nity confirming the individual’s registration in the male registry records 

was also a necessary factor for receiving the compensation claimed for 

the property they had abandoned in Turkey. 

Initially, meetings were held to simplify the law and help the Greek 

refugees. Discussions concerned the circumvention of the submission 

of that certificate for the beneficiaries of compensation of those who were 

living in Russia at that time. The refugees were only required to present 

the certificate of nationality issued by the Greek consular authority in 

Moscow, instead of the above-mentioned certificate. The simplification 

of the Greek law would be the perfect solution for the displaced Greeks 

because those who were registered in foreign civil registers were recog-

nized by the Soviet authorities as regular Greek citizens and received a 

temporary residence permit, which was renewed every year. 

This question, however, was closely connected with the other ques-

tion of their will to settle in Greece. After repeated consultations in 

1929-1930, the Greek government agreed that the simplification of the 

formalities of Law 3098 should be postponed. The main reason for this 

was that Greeks would have had the right to apply for settlement in 

Greece without prior permission from the government, if the certificate 

issued by a Greek Municipality or Community confirming the person’s 

entry in the men’s registers, and no Greek consular authority could have 

refused to issue passport.  According to the Greek state, only the ex-

 
40 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1934, Β:13/Α/10 35/000-38/000. 
41 On the acquisition of Greek citizenship by Greeks of Asia Minor and Thrace who 

are refugees abroad, 3098/1924 (Greek Law), Arts-1-8. 
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changeable population was estimated at 150,000. They were struggling 

in the Soviet Union, and it was certain that they would seek a better fate 

and live near their relatives. Moreover, there was a strong possibility 

that they would ask the Greek state to take care of their needs, as was 

the case with the rest of the population that settled there after the signing 

of the Convention.42 

On February 5, 1930, two deputies of Pontic origin, Iasonidis and 

Nikolaidis, met Venizelos and asked him to allow the repatriation to 

Greece of at least certain categories: first, those who were demonstrably 

wealthy and had means to settle in Greece without, of course, being in 

the least dependent on the assistance of the Greek state; second, those 

who had been left in the Soviet Union without a protector, since they 

had all been rehabilitated in Greece; and third, those who had disposed 

of all their property. Those belonging to the third category, which ac-

cording to the Ministry of the Welfare included about 1,200 families, 

were to be re-examined to check whether they had in fact sold their 

property and, on the other hand, their freedom of movement was to be 

in parts of 100 family passports.43 

 

The Greek Council Act (1931) and its Outcome 

The Greek Council of Ministers reached agreement on that important 

issue affecting the Greek population of the Soviet Union and decided 

on January 24, 1931, that individuals and families would be permitted 

to come and settle in the Greek state if they met some essential require-

ments. More precisely, these requirements had to be humanitarian, 

since Greek public opinion was not in favor of admitting an unlimited 

number of refugees, fearing that this would lead to unrest in Greece. 

According to the Council Act signed that day, some special cases had 

the right and permission to emigrate such as married couples that one 

spouse remained in the Soviet Union, while the other had already settled 

in Greece and the elderly and defenseless people (sisters, children, and 

other close relatives) whose guardians were in Greece and who had no 

one left in the Soviet Union. Furthermore, it was decided that those who 

 
42 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1934, B/13A/10.  
43 Zapantis, op.cit., 249; DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1934, Β:13/Α/10 
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had been sentenced to exile or imprisonment by the Soviet authorities 

should also be allowed to enter Greece. It was decided that the above 

cases fell within the jurisdiction of a committee composed of senior of-

ficials of the Welfare, Foreign Affairs, and Interior Ministries. This 

committee had an advisory role, and the final decision on cases rested 

with the Minister of Welfare. At the same time, the Welfare Department 

had to inform the President of the Government when there were special 

and well-grounded cases of affluent families, who could decide on any 

particular case.44 

The oppressive situation of the rural population induced many 

Greeks to settle in Persia, as settlement in Greece was almost impossi-

ble. Thus, the Persian countryside became a welcome environment for 

many peasants of Greek origin who decided to leave USSR from 1931 

to 1932. However, on October 2, 1933, the Greek Embassy in Moscow 

informed the Greek Ministry of Foreign Affairs that despite the fact the 

Persian state used to accept Greek peasants from the Soviet Union, the 

Persian government had recently decided to refuse to accept any more 

Greeks, since many of the Greeks had gone there as farmers and tobacco 

planters without even knowing this profession, and therefore they were 

living in extreme poverty and the Persian state had to provide for them 

economically, causing many problems in the state budget. According to 

the Persian government, if the Greek government was able to pay com-

pensation for the families’ expenses, the Persian government would 

have no objection to accepting the resettlement of the Greek population 

from the Soviet Union if it had such a guarantee. 

The Greek Embassy in Moscow proposed a specific program for 

solving the problem, according to which a passport would be issued to 

a small number of families, for example 300, after ascertaining whether 

they were indeed capable and suitable for tobacco cultivation, and if 

they succeeded in settling there, the same procedure would be followed 

with other families. According to this plan, once the first group had 

been admitted, the settlement of the second group could be organized, 

and so on, without placing an excessive burden on the Greek State 

budget. The Greek government reacted negatively to the Embassy's pro-

 
44 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1933, Β:13/Α2 20/000-30/000, the Act of 
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posal, stating that the Greeks who applied to emigrate to Persia ulti-

mately aimed to settle in Greece, since only a few Greeks who had em-

igrated to Persia eventually settled there.45 

On May 7, 1933, the Greek Embassy in Moscow sent a letter to 

Prime Minister Panagis Tsaldaris informing him that the total number 

of Greeks registered in the consular registers from 1924 to 1933 was 

100,000. Taking into account the Greeks who were not registered, the 

number of Greek nationals amounted to nearly 110,000, of which 

85,000 were rural and 15,000 urban. According to the Embassy, since 

the restoration of Greek-Soviet relations in 1924, 50,000 people had left 

Soviet Union by 1933. The Consul appealed to Tsaldaris to take 

measures for the Greeks of the Soviet Union, since the barbaric 

measures –as the Consul mentioned– presented the Greeks of the Soviet 

Union with numerous problems on the part of the Soviet authorities. 

Under these circumstances, it was requested that the Embassy should 

have been granted the right to issue at least the passports of the Greek 

urban population, since they were in great danger. If they were sen-

tenced to imprisonment or banishment by the Soviet authorities, it 

would be extremely difficult for the Embassy to apply for their expul-

sion, since the Soviet Government generally followed the principle that 

foreign nationals sentenced by the Soviet authorities and the Soviet 

courts had to remain in prison for a considerable time before their ex-

pulsion could be accepted. It was obvious that this Soviet principle was 

equivalent to certain death. The Consul added that some Greeks of the 

rural population had deposits so that they could settle in Greece. He also 

asked for permission to propose to the Soviet Government not to deport 

the Greek nationals, but to expel them to their country, Greece.46 

The Greek state did not yield to change its policy on this question, 

in spite of the efforts of the consul. On the contrary, another Greek Law 

6076/1934 provided for the civil rehabilitation of Greek nationals who 

had settled in the Greek State since 1912, following the Agreement on 

Population Exchange. The law became the deadline for the expelled 
 

45 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1934 /Β:8/A/3, the Greek Embassy in Mos-

cow informed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs about the Persian Consul’s response, 

October 2, 1933. 
46 DIAYE, Archive of the Central Service, 1937, 71.1, information from the Greek 

Embassy to Panagis Tsaldaris, 7 May 1933. 
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Greek refugees of the Soviet Union. A few years later, the Royal Decree 

330/60 clarified that the Greek population that came from Turkey, Rus-

sia, Bulgaria, and Northern Epirus met the requirements for civil reha-

bilitation if they had settled in the Greek state between 1912 and 1934. 

When the deputy of the Greek Parliament, Isaac Lavrentidis, asked a 

question in 1983 about the municipal rehabilitation of some refugees 

from Russia who lived in the district of the municipality of Acharnes, 

he received as an answer that according to Royal Decree 330/60 the 

basic condition for the civil rehabilitation of this group was the fact that 

they had to have fled to the Greek state by 1934.47 

On June 15, 1937, Greek Embassy in Moscow informed the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs about the number of Greek nationals in Soviet Union, 

that the number of Greek nationals in Soviet Union, who were regis-

tered in the consular lists, was 55,000 and that to this number should be 

added 5,000 more who were registered in the old lists but not in the new 

lists. According to Greek Embassy, many Greeks were pressured to 

have Soviet citizenship certificates issued. Moreover, the number of 

registered persons was certainly lower than the earlier estimates of 

110,000. Of the registered persons, 37,745 had declared themselves as 

farmers, while 17,221 were given as residents of rural areas. The exact 

number of registered Greeks was thus 54,966.48 

In 1938, the members of the Association of Greeks who came from 

Russia in Athens tried to convince the Greek Government to find a final 

solution to the massive problem of the Greeks of the Soviet Union. They 

mentioned that: “The previous governments had avoided addressing the 

issue of the gradual incorporation of the Greek refugees from Soviet 

Union. On the contrary, these governments created very tight borders 

that did not allow a family that had relatives in the Greek state to per-

manently enter the Greek territory until the family members had been 

expelled from the Soviet Union […].” The Association asked the Per-

missions Committee to allow the entry and settlement without re-

strictions of any refugee family whose members had relatives in Greece 

 
47 Lavrentidis, op.cit., 55. On the rehabilitation of the displaced persons, 330/60 
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90 Lazaros Vasileiadis 

who were able to provide for their accommodation and financial sup-

port. In addition, the Greek state had to accept the members of refugee 

families who had deposits or valuables on Greek Embassy or in Greek 

banks. They also mentioned that the committee could hold meetings 

twice a week to speed up the process of accepting these Greeks.49 

Despite the Greek Association efforts, it was too late for all the So-

viet Union Greeks. The Stalinist policy of ethnic cleansing against the 

Greeks had as its milestone December 17, 1937, for on that day the 

Soviet authorities began to arrest all Greeks who did not live in Greek 

communities. After that, arrests of Greek adult males occurred in the 

Greek communities in the greater Mariupol area. Many men were ar-

rested and taken to labor camps. The Greeks of Mariupol were accused 

of trying to establish an independent Greek state in southern Russia. A 

report from Greek Embassy to the ministry Foreign Affairs, dated April 

14, 1938, states that the number of those arrested amounted to 2,400.50 

The situation of the Greek population was extremely critical and 

there was a danger of a massive oppression of the Greek part of the 

Soviet Union. This fact forced the Greek state to take decisive measures 

to protect the persecuted Greeks and all those who were threatened with 

imprisonment or even execution. On October 20, 1938, the Ministry 

Foreign Affairs informed Greek Embassy in Moscow that it was au-

thorized to issue passports to the families of prisoners and displaced 

persons, to those wanted by the Soviet police and their families, to those 

deported by the Soviet government and their families, and to all those 

to whom the Embassy granted permission to enter the Greek state. This 

decision underlines the role of the Embassy to protect as much as pos-

sible the Greek part of the region that was in danger. On July 30, 1940, 

the Department Passport Control of the Ministry Public Security in-

formed the Ministry Foreign Affairs that from January 1938 to June 

1940, 20,572 Greeks from Soviet Union had settled in Greece.51 
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Conclusions  

The Convention on the Exchange of Greeks and Turkish Populations 

was signed in Lausanne on January 30, 1923 and established the oblig-

atory subjects of the compulsory exchange of Turkish nationals of the 

Greek Orthodox religion residing in Turkish territory and of Greek na-

tionals of the Muslim religion residing in Greek territory. This Conven-

tion gave the Greeks, who had fled Turkey before the Lausanne Peace 

Conference, the right to be considered as part of the population to be 

exchanged and as Greek nationals. According to the provisions of the 

Convention, the displaced refugees who remained in Soviet Union were 

entitled to compensation for their liquidated and expropriated property. 

Despite the difficulties, they tried to survive in a time of constant 

change and turmoil, each claiming what they could gain in order to live. 

The revolutionary period in Russia, which saw confiscations, requisi-

tions, and attacks based on the revolutionary laws, shook the Greek pop-

ulation and forced many of them to flee their homes and temporary 

shelters in 1919-1921. Shortly after, the adoption of the New Economic 

Policy 1921-1927 reduced the need for Greeks to flee to Greece, but 

this was short-lived and ended during Stalin's exclusive rule of Soviet 

Union. The phenomenon of mass oppression transformed into many 

different forms in the 1920s and 1930s; from class oppression, the target 

moved to social oppression and then transformed to ethnic oppression. 

If one were to summarize what happened in the late 1920s and 1930s, 

one could easily say that every single group was marginalized or polit-

ically suspect at some point during this period. The kulaks, socially ex-

cluded populations, and ethnic minorities became victims and targets of 

the Soviet authorities. 

In the 1930s, the Greek state was unable to take in more refugees 

and immigrants from Soviet Union and set up a well-organized plan for 

the settlement and integration of another large number of Greeks. 

Greece was a defeated, deeply divided, economically and socially dev-

astated country, which also faced an acute refugee problem combined 

with the hygiene problem of the great masses, as well as a food problem, 

since almost all of its rudimentary production infrastructure had been 

destroyed. As a result, the government used various restrictions to pre-

vent a new significant wave of Greek population from settling there. In 
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the following years, the Greek population of Soviet Union was at the 

mercy of Stalinist actions against the various ethnic groups, which had 

begun a few years before the eve of the World War II. 

 

 


