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United Macedonian Organisation v Bulgaria (Application no. 59491/00) 

 

1) Reference Details 

 

Jurisdiction: European Court of Human Rights 

Date of Decision: 19 April 2006 

Link to full case: 
http://cmiskp.echr.coe.int/tkp197/view.asp?action=html&documentId=791690&portal=hbkm&source=externalbydocnumber&table=F69A27FD8FB86142BF01C1166DEA398649 

 

2) Facts 

Ilinden was founded on 14 April 1990. Its aims, according to its articles of association and 

programme, were to “unite all Macedonians in Bulgaria on a regional and cultural basis” and 

to achieve “the recognition of the Macedonian minority in Bulgaria”. Clauses 8 and 9 of the 

articles stated that the organisation would not infringe the territorial integrity of Bulgaria 

and “would not use violent, brutal, inhuman or unlawful means”. In 1990 Ilinden applied 

for, but was refused, registration. In their decisions of July and November 1990 and March 

1991 the courts found that Ilinden’s aims were directed against the unity of the nation, that 

it advocated national and ethnic hatred and that it was dangerous for the territorial 

integrity of Bulgaria.  

From 1990–2003, the organisation attempted to organise several events commemorating 

historical landmarks. These were banned by authorities on the basis that the organisation 

was not registered, and in some cases the courts refused to examine appeals on the same 

ground. Ilinden reapplied for registration on 16 March 1998. This application was rejected 

by the Blagoevgrad Regional Court which noted that the organisation has a political agenda 

and therefore cannot be registered as a non-profit organisation according to Bulgarian law. 

In its ruling the court stated that: 

“There is no Macedonian minority in Bulgaria. There are no historical, religious, linguistic, or 

ethnical grounds for such an assertion. [Such an assertion], coupled with the declarations 

alleging ‘assimilation, discrimination and xenophobia’ in respect of the ‘Macedonians’, is in 

reality directed against the unity of the nation.” 

Ilinden’s appeal was dismissed on the grounds that it was pursuing political aims. The 

organisation then appealed to the Supreme Court of Cassation, which upheld the Court’s of 

Appeal’s decision. On 21 October 2002 Ilinden once again applied for registration, but the 

application was refused, again on the grounds of the political aims of the group. Ilinden’s 

appeal was unsuccessful. In their submission to the European Commission and the Court, 

the applicants alleged that the Bulgarian courts refused to register the United Macedonian 

Organization Ilinden (“Ilinden”) because they belonged to a minority. 

3) Law 

 

International Law 

 

The European Convention on Human Rights 

• Article 6 (right to fair and public hearing) 

• Article 11 (right to association) 

• Article 14 (right to non-discrimination) 
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4) Legal Arguments 

 

The Applicant 

 

The applicants argued that Article 11 was violated in that the refusal of the courts to 

register Ilinden in 1998-1999 was arbitrary. They alleged that their right to freedom of 

association had been violated as, though the right is subject to certain restrictions in the 

Convention, none of the criteria had been met in this case. The association restated that it 

did not have political goals and did not seek the secession of Pirin Macedonia (a part of 

Southwestern Bulgaria). They stated that it was the policy of the authorities to deny the 

existence of a Macedonian minority, and that their treatment had been the result of 

discrimination of them as a minority group in Bulgaria. 

 

The State 

 

The State submitted that the restriction had been justified as it was based on the Bulgarian 

Constitution of 1991 (Articles 12(2) and 44(2)), the Persons and Family Act of 1949 (ss. 134 

et seq.) and the Political Parties Act of 1990 (s. 13), and therefore was not arbitrary. They 

submitted that it was in pursuit of a number of legitimate aims including maintaining 

national security and public safety, and preventing disorder and crime. It argued that 

Ilinden’s goal was to continue the national liberation struggle against Bulgaria and that its 

actions protected the rights and freedom of non-Macedonians in the Pirin region.  

 

5) Decision 

 

The court held that the refusal of the domestic courts to register Ilinden amounted to 

interference under Article 11. Though the Court accepted that the interference was 

intended to safeguard one or more of the interests cited by the State, it found that it was not 

proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued. On this basis the Court found by six votes to 

one that there had been a violation of Article 11. The Court found no need to deal with 

allegations of violations of Article 6 and 14.  

 


