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PREFACE

Whether because of racial persecution or economic deprivation, many
Roma from Slovakia have attempted to seek new lives in Western coun-
tries. The consequences of Romani emigration have been great, not only
for the Roma but for Slovakia as a whole. Increasing numbers of Romani
refugees have given the international community reason to increase pres-
sure on the Slovak government to improve the lives of the Roma. Indeed,
improvement of the situation of the Roma has become a stipulation for
accession to the European Union. Romani emigration has also become
part of an intense debate concerning the free movement of people in an
expanding European Union.

The response by most countries to the arrival of Romani refugees has
been less than cordial. In most cases, they have been repatriated imme-
diately upon their arrival. Furthermore, in order to curtail the number
of Romani refugees, some destination countries have imposed temporary
visa restrictions on all Slovak citizens.

Why are the Roma leaving, and what should be done to improve their
situation in Slovakia?

In September 1999, the government announced a program to improve
the situation of Romani communities. In May 2000, a second, more
detailed strategy was introduced, designating a portion of the fiscal-year
budget for specific Romani projects. Nonetheless, many Roma believe
that the current programs and policies have been insufficient. Some
charge that the government is not fully devoted to carrying out its
announced intentions, and others have questioned the effectiveness of
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government programs and policies in actually improving life in Romani
communities. The government insists, however, that its programs and
policies do provide a basis for solutions, and it points out that ministries
have been assigned specific tasks concerning Romani education, employ-
ment, and housing.

On March 13 and 14, 2000, in Bratislava, Slovakia, the Project on Ethnic
Relations (PER), together with the Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights (ODIHR) of the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), convened a roundtable discussion to
address the issues surrounding the emigration of Roma. The goal was to
encourage government officials and Romani representatives to share their
perspectives on programs and policies affecting the Roma and thus to bol-
ster their efforts to ameliorate the plight of the Roma.

At the conclusion of the meeting, the Romani participants organized a
working group that was to formulate a unified approach to the most seri-
ous issues involving their communities. One of its goals was to clarify
the Roma’s views on migration and on their situation in Slovakia. A few
weeks after the roundtable, this group met in Poprad, Slovakia, and drew
up a statement demanding that the Roma’s rights to security and freedom
of movement be recognized and that significant changes be made in the
treatment of the Romani community by the government and by the
media as well.

PER’s cooperation with ODIHR’s Adviser on Roma and Sinti Issues was
an invaluable asset in the organization of the meeting. PER and ODIHR
will continue to support future initiatives of the working group.

This report summarizes the proceedings of the roundtable discussion and
also presents the working group’s statement. It was prepared by Ann
Marie Grocholski, PER program officer and assistant to the executive
director, and it was edited by Robert A. Feldmesser, PER’s senior editor.
The participants in the meeting have not reviewed the text, for which
PER assumes full responsibility.

Livia Plaks, Executive Director
Princeton, New Jersey
August 2000

INTRODUCTION

The issue of migration has both political and social repercussions for the
Roma and their countries of origin. Since improvement in the situation
of the Roma is one of the conditions for accession to the European
Union, Slovakia and other East European countries fear that their acces-
sion may be threatened by the increasing numbers of Roma who are leav-
ing based on claims of human rights violations. For the Roma, leaving
has been anything but an easy solution to their problems. In many cases,
the consequences of migration have been adverse both for those who
leave their home countries, as well as for those who remain. In the coun-
tries to which they have migrated, Roma are often denigrated by sensa-
tionalist media attention, their asylum claims are often not taken seri-
ously, and in many cases they are deported immediately. Meanwhile, in
their home countries, members of the majority population often blame
the Roma for the inconvenience of the visa requirements imposed on
them by the countries where other Roma have sought asylum.

What factors have instigated the migration of Roma to other countries?
Are they political, social or economic factors? What is the attitude of the
Roma toward migration? What must be done to resolve the factors caus-
ing migration? Representatives of the Slovak police, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, the Office of the Commissioner of the Slovak
Government Responsible for Solutions to the Problems of the Roma, the
Ministry of Social Affairs, the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), the International Organization on Migration
(IOM), and Romani nongovernmental organizations were brought
together to discuss these and related questions, particularly as they
applied to Slovakia at the roundtable in Bratislava.

THE RISE OF STRICTER IMMIGRATION POLICIES

In order to understand why migration is a critical issue for discussion in
relation to the Roma, it is necessary to provide some contextual back-
ground. Countries that signed the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to
the Status of Refugees are obligated to provide for the protection of
refugees. The EU has pledged to develop a common position concern-
ing refugees within the European Convention on Human Rights, a posi-
tion reflecting the humanitarian principles in the Geneva Convention.
In her introductory remarks, PER’s executive director said that a com-
mon approach to the protection of refugees by the EU is crucial, espe-




cially in the case of the Roma. She pointed out that the OSCE, in its
Copenhagen Document of 1990, required participating states to take
measures to protect Roma against “any acts that constitute incitement to
violence” and against “threat or acts of discrimination, hostility or vio-
lence.” Unfortunately, steps to achieve these goals have yet to be taken.
This has become most evident in the negative response of several coun-
tries to Romani asylum-seekers.

The rise in the number of asylum-seekers in European countries has
coincided with the imposition of new restrictions on immigration by sev-
eral West European countries, she continued. Such restrictions, togeth-
er with other laws and procedures designed to reduce immigration,
threaten to undermine the basic principles of refugee protection. One of
the most salient examples is illustrated by a 1999 report by the Council
of Europe’s Committee on Migration, Refugees and Demography.
According to this report, in July 1999 Italian authorities announced their
intention to treat persons, including Roma, who were fleeing from
Kosovo as illegal immigrants instead of providing them with protection
as refugees.!

Approximately 366,000 people applied for asylum in Western Europe
last year. Although the majority of them came from war-torn Yugoslavia,
the small number of Roma from Central and Eastern Europe has
received the most negative attention. This has been especially the case
with Romani asylum seekers from Slovakia. A representative of the
Slovak consular department of migration of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs told the group that approximately 2,000 Roma from his country
had applied for asylum in 1998. (Official estimates of the total number
of Roma living in Slovakia are between 420,000 — 500,0002.) The major-
ity of them had gone to Great Britain, but toward the end of the year,
several had attempted to enter Belgium, Finland, and the Netherlands.

Using Finland as an example, a representative of ODIHR discussed the
common reaction of countries to Romani asylum-seekers. During June
1999, more than 1,500 Slovak Roma requested asylum in Finland. The
Finnish government denied the right of asylum to all of them. Then, on
July 6, 1999, Finland introduced a new visa requirement for all citizens
of Slovakia, fearing what officials called “another wave” of Romani asy-
lum-seekers. According to this participant, Great Britain, Norway, and
Belgium have also imposed visa requirements on Slovakia because of the
influx of Romani asylum-seekers to their countries.?

Belgium has been one of the most active countries in its attempts to rid
the country of Romani asylum-seekers. In 1999, Belgian authorities
returned 74 Romani asylum-seekers to Slovakia. According to reports,
many of them had asylum claims pending in court. In the spring of
2000, Belgian authorities announced plans to again deport Roma to
Slovakia. On April 18, a Belgian newspaper reported that a “New
Collective Expulsion of Gypsies” was being planned.* In addition, the
government imposed visa requirements on all Slovak citizens.

The response of Great Britain to
increasing numbers of immigrants
provides another example of the
efforts of some countries to become
less attractive to asylum-seekers in
general. Great Britain has been the
second largest recipient of asylum-
seekers in Europe (Germany being
the first). Approximately 70,000
people applied for asylum there in
1999, compared to 5,000 before the end of communism in 1989.
Indeed, this was a 53 percent increase even from 1998. °

Laws and procedures
designed to reduce
immigration threaten to
undermine the basic
principles of refugee
protection.

In an attempt to curtail the number of immigrants flowing into the
country, Great Britain has added new restrictions to its immigration pol-
icy. Under the previous policy, asylum-seekers had received welfare ben-
efits upon their arrival in the country, and local governments supported
those seekers who were awaiting a decision. These benefits could be as
much as $200 a week per family. Officials maintain this level of support
is truly taxing the social welfare system. Now, instead of cash benefits,
asylum-seekers receive vouchers that are redeemable for approximately
$60 a week. Official decisions regarding whether or not to grant asylum
status have also been expedited.

While adding restrictions to immigration policies in order to avoid the
economic cost of an increased number of refugees is understandable,
imposing visa requirements on another country because of a little more
than 1,000 Romani asylum-seekers out of a total of 70,000 asylum-seek-
ers, as in the case of Great Britain, seems quite extreme to many Romani
activists.

Why does a small number of Roma generate such a negative response
from the countries where they are seeking asylum? Sensationalist media




attention backed by right-wing political parties has fed a growing public
perception that asylum-seekers are abusing the benefits offered to them.
The medias portrayal of Roma as beggars in the streets, accompanied by
their young children, has built pub-
lic resentment toward Romani asy-
lum-seekers. In a recent news
report, the British Home Office
minister has been quoted as saying,
“We have a situation at the moment
where we have manifestly unfound-
ed claims that are coming into the
system, undermining its integrity.
They [the Roma] are seeking
recourse to a better life in this country through economic migrancy, and
the system can't sustain them.”®

Sensationalist media
attention backed by right-
wing political parties has

fed a growing public per-
ception that asylum-seek-
ers are abusing the bene-
fits offered to them.

THE PERSPECTIVES OF GOVERNMENT
OFFICIALS AND INTERNATIONAL EXPERTS

The following sections of this report highlight the different perspectives
of the participants of the roundtable discussion toward Romani migra-
tion and their suggestions for improving the lot of the Roma in Slovakia.
The discussion provided a venue through which Slovak government offi-
cials, international experts and Romani representatives from Slovakia
participated in a constructive dialogue which aimed to clarify why the
Roma are leaving Slovakia. During the first day of discussion, represen-
tatives of international organizations and governmental institutions dis-
cussed the relations between police and the Roma, skinhead violence,
discrimination, and low socioeconomic status as factors contributing to
the migration of Roma from Slovakia. Different forms of migration and
the legitimacy of Romani requests for asylum in the context of interna-
tional laws were also topics of discussion.

Racial violence has become a defining feature of the Romani experience.
The deputy head of the Slovak police department offered a picture of the
situation facing the Roma in Slovakia. The Roma, he said, do not trust
the police to protect them, and this mistrust is exacerbated by the rise of
skinhead violence against Romani communities. He explained that skin-
head organizations cannot be prohibited from meeting publicly, because
they have the right to freedom of assembly. Although the Ministry of the

Interior does not register these organizations, he estimated that there are
about ten of them, with a total of about 1,000 members. The police are
trying to pay more attention to them, especially to their public gather-
ings. He pointed out that, although the Roma have been victims of skin-
head violence and of the actions of other extremist groups, the victims
have also included foreigners.

In order to fully understand the magnitude of the Roma’s persecution, it
is important to identify, in addition to skinhead groups, other perpetra-
tors of violence toward them. Several Romani participants declared that,
in some cases, it has been the police who were actually the perpetrators of
violence. Such cases naturally reinforce the Roma’s mistrust not only of
the police but of government authorities in general. Of course, violence
against the Roma violates their fundamental rights to life and security.

A participant representing the UNHCR pointed out that the 1951
Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees defines a refugee
as “a person who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social
group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and
is unable to, or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the
protection of that country.” He explained that direct persecution by the
state and failure of a state to adequately protect its citizens from persecu-
tion are forms of persecution that warrant the granting of asylum to indi-
viduals who have fled that state.

Despite the fact that several Romani communities and individuals have
been victims of discrimination and violence, Roma who seek asylum in
other countries are usually denied refugee status. The defense of this pol-
icy has been that the Roma seem to be fleeing economic deprivation, not
persecution. According to several government officials from asylum
countries, since the Roma come from what are now considered democ-
ratic countries, it is the responsibility of their governments to protect
them. Several Romani activists argued, however, that this reasoning does
not take into account the fact that discrimination continues to exist in
democratic countries, even though their laws and constitutions forbid it.
One Romani participant said that governments often lack the political
will to see to it that such laws are enforced.

A representative of ODIHR who is also a Romani activist observed that
migration has historically been common among several ethnic groups,
especially when they face conflict and danger. Is this not true of the




Slovak Roma? he asked. Are their lives threatened in this country? A
report issued by the UNHCR on the conditions facing the Roma in
Central and Eastern Europe stated clearly that the Roma may well be
able to substantiate refugee claims based on severe discrimination on eth-
nic grounds. The report also said, “the fact that the reasons for their
departure from countries may also include economic elements does not
mean that their refugee claims hold no merit. Asylum claims must be
assessed individually to establish if the discrimination experienced
amounts to persecution.”

He then turned the discussion toward divergent opinions of Romani
migration. In doing so, he noted that there are two different perceptions
of migration, “spontaneous” and “organized.” Both convey different
connotations. According to this participant, “spontaneous” migration
refers to people who leave for security reasons or in order to find a better
life for themselves. This is viewed in a more or less positive light.
“Organized” migration, on the other hand, implies something illegal,
perhaps some kind of underground organization behind the movement.

Several government officials have asserted that Romani migration is
indeed “organized,” and they offer statistical evidence for this assertion.
In 1999, the number of Roma who emigrated to Finland increased from
12 during one month to 714 four months later. It is highly unlikely, said
the participant, that such an increase was spontaneous. Nevertheless, he
added, the Roma should not be intimidated by this presumption.
Rather, they should speak openly about the reasons for migration,
whether “spontaneous” or “organized,” because in that way they will
begin to identify solutions. Is it possible, he asked, that the recent move-
ment of the Roma is not a new phenomenon but is part of a historical
pattern? By searching for the true causes of the migration of the Roma,
one will be able to infer legitimate solutions.

A representative of the Ministry of Social Affairs continued the discus-
sion by highlighting what she considers to be the root causes of the prob-
lems facing the Roma in Slovakia. Since 1989, she said, the Roma in
Slovakia have suffered from high levels of unemployment, poverty, poor
health conditions, and violence. In some areas of Slovakia, unemploy-
ment among the Roma is 90 or even 100 percent. Combined with a
social welfare system that does not provide an incentive to work, this has
caused the Roma to become increasingly marginalized. She suggested
that there are two main reasons for this high level of unemployment: dis-

crimination in the labor market and a lack of education.
Discrimination in the labor market has been officially addressed in
the Czech Republic, she said, but not yet in Slovakia. But, since the
most vulnerable groups in the labor market are those who have had
little education, the main solution to the Roma’s problems in Slovakia
must be education, she concluded.

RECOMMENDATIONS BY EXPERTS AND
OFFICIALS: ARE THERE SOLUTIONS FOR
THE ROMA?

Participants offered a number of recommendations for actions that they
believed could improve the situation of the Roma in Slovakia.

The representative of the police described a police-training program that
was initiated by the Slovak government in 1999. In response to the
increase in the number of asylum-seekers to Finland that was mentioned
earlier, the government organized a committee with members coming
from several different ministries, including foreign affairs, interior, and
education.  This committee has
been meeting periodically to devise
measures to reduce migration. The
police-training program was one of
the main outcomes of this commit-
tee’s deliberations. The goal of the
program is to increase the confi-
dence of the Roma, as well as of the
rest of the population, in the police’s ability to protect their communi-
ties. This participant claimed that the police are being made increasing-
ly aware of the need to prevent incidents of racially motivated crimes,
and there is evidence that racial violence is at least not increasing.

By searching for the true
causes of the migration
of the Roma, one will be
able to infer legitimate
solutions.

A participant pointed out that the migration of Roma is not an issue
only for Slovakia; but rather, it affects the region as a whole. He
mentioned that at a European Commission meeting in October
1999, delegates discussed the necessity for uniform asylum policies
and procedures. Such uniformity would ensure that one country
would not impose greater restrictions on another country in response
to incidents of mass migration. The participant suggested that it is
crucial, with the impending enlargement of the EU, that countries in




10

Europe have the same policies and procedures for asylum-seekers.

Another participant re-stated that education is vital to the improvement
of the social situation of the Roma. For most Roma, an inadequate edu-
cation is the first step toward continued impoverishment and marginal-
ization. She urged that the school

It is crucial, with the Systtm be evaluated and that pro-
impending enlargement 9rams be implemented to increase
of the EU, that countries the educational attainment of the
in Europe have the same Roma. This participant also encour-
policies and procedures 8ged Romani organizations to work

for asylum-seekers. together in promoting a common
initiative to improve the education

of their people and the lives of their
communities. She suggested that a specific meeting be organized in
which Romani organizations come together to agree upon a common
initiative for education.

THE ROMANI VIEWPOINT

The second day of discussion was reserved for the Romani participants
to provide them with an opportunity to share their perspectives about
migration, and to respond to the observations made by the other partic-
ipants on the previous day. During the discussion, the Romani partici-
pants expressed their concerns regarding the consequences of migration
on Romani communities at home and abroad; they set forth what they
considered to be the primary causes of migration; and they agreed on a
uniform approach to the resolution of these issues.

To begin with, several Romani participants objected to the imposition of
visa requirements on Slovakia by Finland, Great Britain, and Belgium,
which they said has been detrimental to Romani communities.
According to one participant, people blame the Roma for the inconve-
nience of visa requirements, instead of recognizing the dangers and injus-
tices in society that have forced so many Roma to leave. Other Romani
participants pointed out that both the negative response to Romani asy-
lum-seekers by governments and the pejorative stereotypes presented by
the media have damaged the image of the Roma on an international
scale. They said it was therefore incumbent upon the Roma to decide
how they should respond to the issues involved in migration.

In their discussion of the causes of Romani migration, the Romani
participants agreed that these causes included the effects of harmful
stereotypes on the security of Romani communities, anti-Roma dis-
crimination, violations of fundamental human rights, and the failure
of the government to fulfill its obligation to protect the country’s
Romani population.

As an example of the misconceptions held by the public concerning the
Roma, one Romani participant said that the public believes that some
kind of Romani organization illegally arranged an “exodus” of Roma to
other countries. But no organization is necessary to encourage the Roma
to leave, he said. The Roma simply want what is best for themselves and
their children. In many respects, migration is a security issue: the Roma
want to live in safety.

In response to the suggestions that had been made by some of the experts
that the Roma be given increased opportunities for education, another
participant stated that education would not be enough to improve the
lives of the Roma in Slovakia. Even an educated Rom faces discrimina-
tion at every level of society. Furthermore, he explained, many Roma
reject the education provided by the majority because it does not include
training in their own language and culture. In contrast to other citizens,
the Roma have not been granted fundamental rights and freedoms.

Several Roma responded strongly to the statements by government offi-
cials and international experts about Romani migration. One Rom said
that these statements reflected the
ideas of the majority population;
they did not represent the actual
needs of Romani communities.
The problems of the Roma, he went
on, are not a result of economic
deficiencies but rather of the lack of
a political voice in society. Several other participants concurred with this
point, and they added that the attitudes of government officials toward
the Roma have themselves contributed to the migration of the Roma.
This was shown, for example, by the government’s failure to fully imple-
ment a strategy to improve the situation of the Roma. Another partici-
pant, though not disagreeing, encouraged his fellow participants not to
disregard the economic problems of the Roma. The economic marginal-
ization of the Roma, he said, is part of the reason for their lack of deci-
sion-making powers in society.

The problems of the
Roma are the result of
the lack of a political
voice in society.

11




12

On the other hand, said a Romani participant, the Roma’s lack of polit-
ical representation is also part of the reason why their economic and
other needs are not being addressed. However, he pointed out, since the
Roma are marginalized in every society, emigrating from Slovakia is not
a solution. Instead, efforts must be made to create changes within
Slovakia, politically and socially. Such changes require political will.
These changes would be facilitated if the Roma were given more oppor-
tunities to cooperate with the government in creating solutions to their
own problems. Increasing the number of Roma in the police forces is
one example of an effective form of cooperation, he suggested.

RECOMMENDATIONS BY THE ROMA:
DETERMINING SOLUTIONS FOR THEIR
COMMUNITIES

By way of summary, one of the participants from ODIHR suggested that
the political will of the government together with increased participation
by the Roma in the political process were necessary for sustainable solu-
tions to be found. The Roma should have an integral role in creating a
comprehensive government policy that addresses not only migration, but
all of the problems facing the Roma.

A Romani participant maintained that prejudice against the Roma
can be eradicated only by promoting a more positive image of the
Roma both in Slovakia and abroad. This would have to begin with
reforms in the media. Not only should the media promote a more
positive image of Romani culture, said this participant; the Roma
should also participate in a broad initiative to raise awareness of the
problems facing them in Slovakia.

The same participant from ODIHR emphasized that it is not enough for
advocates and NGOs to simply express concern for the Roma; they must
take action. He said that it was clear that a crisis provoked the flight of
Roma from Kosovo, but what about the emigration of Roma from
Slovakia? The situation in Slovakia needs to be thoroughly assessed in
order to determine the forces that have caused so many Roma to leave.
If the situation could be clearly defined, new and legitimate policies in
Slovakia could be formulated.

According to reports issued by UNHCR, this participant continued, the
Roma may well be able to substantiate refugee claims based on severe dis-

crimination on ethnic grounds. Unfortunately, countries such as
Finland have not applied this judgment to their immigration policies
toward the Roma. He concluded his statement by calling on officials
in countries where the emigration
of Roma has been particularly
high to take steps to thoroughly
assess the causes.

The Roma should have
an integral role in
creating a comprehensive

Overall, the Romani participants government policy that

argued that the emigration of Roma  @ddresses not only

from Slovakia was justified by the migration, but all of the
social disadvantages and lack of Problems facing the
security that many Roma experi- fRoma.

enced there. Many also agreed that

these problems are not unique to Slovakia, but are common throughout
Europe. If one examines the international political environment, sug-
gested one Romani participant, it is evident that racism and discrimina-
tion against the Roma exist not only in Slovakia, but in the whole of
Europe. Thus, solutions have to be implemented at all levels—interna-
tional, national, and local.

THE WORKING GROUP OF ROMA

Romani participants agreed to become a “working group” that would
draw up a statement on migration to be disseminated among govern-
ment officials and to the media. Upon this decision, the Romani partic-
ipants offered suggestions as to what the goals and outcomes of their
work should be. Some recommended that the statement point out that
the problems spurring migration are not only societal but political as
well. In doing so, it must show how the government has failed to make
sufficient improvements in the situation of the Roma. Following these
critical remarks, they said, the statement should outline proposals for
concrete solutions.

The participants discussed some of the most prominent issues to be cov-
ered in the document. Several stressed the importance of drawing atten-
tion to the negative influence of the media in promoting stereotypes. In
addition, the participants concurred that the document should describe
how skinhead violence has created a precarious life for Romani individ-
uals as well as entire communities. Furthermore, it is crucial to empha-
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size that repeated acts of racism and discrimination toward Romani com-
munities is in violation of the ratified international treaties on human
rights and the Slovak constitution. All of the issues illustrated by the
statement, they said, could be presented not only relative to Slovakia, but
in an international context as well.

Another Romani participant suggested that the aim of their work
could be to define and analyze the situation facing the Roma in
Slovakia as compared to other minorities. The working group could
also go one step further and organize itself politically to become an
advocate for Romani communities in Slovakia, while offering practi-
cal solutions to the problems these communities face. In order to
accomplish these goals, said this participant, the working group
should cooperate with government officials.

Representatives of PER offered to assist the group in taking the next
steps.

The participants then divided themselves into four subgroups, each with
three to six members. Each subgroup appointed one member who
would submit the results of its work to the chair of the whole group.
Another was designated to edit the statement. The final statement is to
consist of five sections: an introduction, a summary of human rights
abuses, an analysis of unemployment as a cause of migration, the impact
of the media, and statements of Roma from regions where migration is
highest. The statement is to be completed by autumn 2000.

At a meeting of the working group in Poprad, Slovakia, on April 8, 2000,
the following preliminary memorandum, acting as a preface to the forth-
coming statement, was drafted.

The Memorandum of the Working Group of Roma from Slovakia on the
Migration of Roma

We recognize every Slovak citizen's right to seek political asylum when polit-
ically or racially persecuted. Emigration is a historic phenomenon common
to twentieth century Europe. In Slovakias past, citizens attempted to flee the
country when their individual security, human rights or political rights were
threatened, especially during times of war and political oppression.

Similarly, the emigration of Roma from Slovakia is a result of racial persecu-
tion, discrimination and the governments failure to protect their human
rights. Furthermore, their rights for ethnic development, within economic
and social realms, have been neglected. Such infringements upon their fun-

damental human rights have given the Roma cause to seek asylum in other
countries.

We reject the notion that Romani communities have emigrated from
Slovakia for solely economic reasons. Romani emigration is not simply a
social phenomenon; on the contrary, it is the consequence of long-lasting,
political and ethnic discrimination. Society fails to recognize the existence of
discrimination against the Roma. Instead, their focus is on how mass move-
ments of the Roma are organized, rather than the actual causes of their emi-
gration.

We believe that the apathetic response of some government officials and the
police toward racial violence by skinheads, whether it is directed at the Roma
or other citizens, is truly unjust. We condemn cooperative efforts among skin-
head groups and specific political parties which aim to force entire Romani
communities to leave.

Similarly, we are disturbed by the position of some EU countries toward
Romani asylum seekers. We consider their policies toward Slovakia in reac-
tion to Romani asylum seekers as incongruous with principles of human
rights present in several international treaties.

We implore Slovak political leaders and citizens to adhere to the following
demands:

= Slovak governmental institutions should publicly condemn racist atti-
tudes and violence toward Romani communities. Without political
condemnation of such acts, the situation of the Romani minority in
Slovakia continues to deteriorate.

= Legislation prohibiting discrimination against the Roma must be estab-
lished. Furthermore, punishment for racially motivated crimes should
be strictly enforced.

= The state authorities, the police and the justice system must abide by
the rule of law and treat the Roma as equal, Slovak citizens.

= Government authorities should not describe the emigration of Roma
from Slovakia as unjustified, or as solely a reaction to the Romas low
economic status.

= Government agencies should publish particular cases of unfounded
claims for asylum, if there is evidence of such.

= The media should be encouraged to produce a more positive image of
the Romani minority.
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