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“PRAGUE, May 15 (CTK) - The state should be more interested in the problems of Romanies, asylum applicants and prisoners, President Vaclav Havel believes, Presidential Office spokesman Martin Krafl told journalists after Havel’s meeting with government human rights commissioner Jan Jarab today. Havel and Jarab focused in their discussion on human rights observance in the Czech Republic. “The President stressed the need for the human rights commissioner’s office and government consultative bodies to also deal with Romany questions, that is problems of our Romany fellow citizens, as well as prisoners and asylum applicants,” Krafl said. Jarab said that the government was trying to help Romanies integrate into society in the form of support for street workers or support to education. New legislation is being prepared in other spheres related to human rights. “In the sphere of prisons, for instance, we have prepared a draft amendment to the law on the service of sentence,” he said. He said that his team was also working on a draft of an “anti-discrimination law” which would safeguard a more effective protection against discrimination.”

The draft of that anti-discrimination law is at the centre of the work which this EU Phare funded Twinning Project has delivered over its 14 month duration from April 2001 to June 2002.  It will provide the legal framework, which we think, is so necessary for equality to be achieved, and is in any case an efficient way of incorporating three directives which are part of the acquis communautaire.  A description of what the legislation has to achieve (under EU requirements) and options for what shape it could take form section 2 of this report.  

In addition, those involved in the project from four EU member states (UK, Ireland, Spain and Sweden) have attempted to transfer their expertise in a number of different areas.  First, advising on suitable structural arrangements for the delivery of a cross Government equalities strategy (what we have called ‘machinery of government’); secondly, on particular policies in the four areas which the Human Rights Commissioner thought most important (education, employment, housing, policing); and thirdly, on target setting and performance measurement. These other elements are contained in sections 3, 4 and 5 of this report respectively.

All our work has involved fact-finding and consultation with Czech colleagues – both inside and outside government as we have gone along.  A major part of this report – ‘Preliminary proposals for anti-discrimination legislation’ - was submitted to Deputy Prime Minister Rychetsky in December 2001, and became part of Government Resolution 170 of 20 February 2002.  The other three parts of this report were presented and discussed with Czech colleagues at a series of seminars and roundtables conducted as part of the project between October 2001 and May 2002.  Nothing within the report should therefore come as a surprise to those who will be most involved in its implementation.  It is very much a by-product of our work here, which summarises information and ideas, which have already been shared with our Czech partners.

We feel it necessary to make one major point at the outset of this report.  All of us – particularly those from the UK  – feel, as Franz Baermann Steiner so eloquently pointed out half a century ago, that we have not quite been able to get ‘under the skin’ of the situation in central Europe so far as the sensitive subject of racial (or as the Czechs put it ‘national’) origin is concerned.  This includes the Pre-Accession Adviser who has lived in the Czech Republic continuously for 14 months.  We were all brought up in a multi-cultural society where, of course, discrimination exists.  But we have found it difficult to assess the situation in a country where one particular ethnic group, the Roma, are stigmatised to such an extent that recommending the solutions which have worked with our own diverse ethnic minority populations over the five decades since Steiner was writing could be called wishful thinking.

We have also repeatedly faced the problem that most people we talked to still see Czech society as a duality in racial terms: ethnic Czechs (and Slovaks) and Roma.  This is despite the existence of robust data – the only robust data there are which show numbers of ethnic minorities (from ‘resident foreigners’ data) – that show the existence, for example, of 20,000 long-term or permanent residents of Vietnamese origin.  If we had a hundred crowns for the number of times that we were told that “there are no Vietnamese here” we would be very rich by now!

We have repeatedly (particularly in the early months of the project) stressed that EC law requires generic solutions to implementing the EC anti-discrimination directives, both in terms of the law and in terms of policy and practice.  In our view, a two-tier minorities policy, whereby citizens are divided into (i) ethnic Czechs, (ii) (traditional) national minorities and (iii) the rest is unsustainable in the long term, as a result of EU entry if nothing else.  Nevertheless, we have taken our cue from the Czech project partner and made many of our suggestions for changes with the situation of the Roma in mind.  Throughout the Twinning Covenant, “Roma” are mentioned in one context or another many times.  But we have in fact been careful that all our solutions are generic ones, and will have the affect of ensuring greater equality of opportunity, access and treatment for all the minority groups that are – or indeed will in the future – find themselves living on the territory of the Czech Republic.

We would like to place on record our appreciation for the help and support of the many Czech officials from central and local government and representatives of non-government organisations who have discussed these issues and answered our questions patiently and honestly.  We would also like to express our particular thanks to those Roma Advisers and other members of the Roma community and other minority communities who shared their views with us.

