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Statement made by Alexandra Bojadzieva,

Roma Democratic Development Association “Sonce”
On the 6th of November 2007 Macedonian Prime Minister became a father. But, Macedonian media almost ignored the news. The focus was on the EC Progress Report on Macedonia published the same day. Newspaper headings as “Bravo for the economy, shame for the politics” summarised the Report. Public debates over the Report instantly emerged.
The EC Report receives a lot of political and media interest and its conclusions are widely communicated. The priorities identified are easily embraced by the government, and therefore, for minority rights activists, the Report is a key advocacy tool.

Accordingly, it is important what the Report identifies as progress and what is written as a recommendation.
On this note, a minority rights view on the EC Report on Macedonia follows. 

1. The first concern is that minority issues do not appear prominently in the EC Report
When reading the Report on Macedonia one inevitably notices that generally little space is dedicated to minority rights. This approach appears astonishing bearing in mind that until recently the main EU concern in the region was conflict prevention and resolution. Also, a huge number of Macedonia’s population – 35% belongs to minorities. It is hard to think that progress, either economic or political, is possible without a particular regard to minorities. The stability of the country, let alone its prosperity, is influenced by minority issues.
2. Secondly, when it talks about minority participation the Commission should include all minorities
The Commission uses the Ohrid Framework Agreement, which ended the 2001 conflict in Macedonia, as a benchmark for minority rights and minorities’ political participation. It really brought advancement to the minority rights, although in limited number of areas. But, EC rightly notices that the Albanian standpoint is largely marginalized in many areas – such as judicial organization, use of minority languages, rules of procedure in the Parliament, etc. However, it overlooks the political participation of other smaller ethnic minorities, such as Roma, Turks, Bosniaks, and others. These are apparently looked by the EU only from a socio-economic rather than a political perspective, while these are interrelated and once the latter is overcome we might expect some improvement in terms of social inclusion and poverty alleviation.
Regarding specific points from the ‘Human rights and protection of minorities’ section of the Report, the following issues arose:

3. Ill-treatment by the police is tackled in the report, but minorities are not mentioned.

Ill-treatment by the police is notably widespread towards minorities, both in number of cases and in brutality. The special police unit ‘Alfi’ is mentioned in many international treaty bodies’ reports as a particularly problematic. The unsolved case of the death of the minor Roma Trajan Bekirov is a classic example of negligence by the state towards both minorities and children. Recent case when Roma boy stole a plastic pot caused an action by 20 police officers and the boy’s father leaving custody in hospital with two broken ribs and other injuries. The last spectacular police action against a group of ethnic Albanian prisoners from Kosovo had resulted in 6 dead and many injured, and consequently in a concern for the stability of the country. And these cases are just to illustrate the problem. Regretfully, people belonging to minorities are sometimes asking if this was the way EUROPOL trained Macedonian police. Although EC calls for stronger legal safeguards in the penal code against police violence, stronger commitment, criticism and more specific recommendations should have been made, particularly from the racial perspective. 
4. There is no need to convince the EC how important a comprehensive antidiscrimination legislation is.

At the moment there is no political will for an antidiscrimination law. Citizens are being told that antidiscrimination is contained in other laws and there is no need for a separate one. Without a specific antidiscrimination law it is difficult to prove discrimination and also to track it. This is one of the reasons for the low number of complaints to the Ombudsman regarding discrimination. Another reason is the access to justice, which is also addressed in the report. It should be stressed, however, that access to justice is particularly limited for minority communities, such as the marginalized Roma and Turks that lack capacities to access justice. Although the deadline for the adoption of the EU antidiscrimination acquis is the date of accession, the EU should prioritise it and insist that the candidate countries adopt a comprehensive antidiscrimination legislation.  EU should offer help and guidance in this process. 

5. Minorities are still underrepresented in the public sector. 

The Report recognizes the progress made in this area, but again it is mostly related to the Albanian minority. Progress regarding marginalized minorities, as Roma, Turks and Bosniaks is insufficient. And, while EC should put more attention to the progress covering all minorities, it should also be concerned by the quality of and benefit from public services provided to minorities.
6. EC has a wrongful picture on the participation of minorities in the local self-government
A number of CSOs have criticised the inactivity and inefficiency of the municipal Committees on Inter-communities Relations, supposedly established in all municipalities where minorities live. Most of those committees neither have meetings nor implement any activities. Those that do some work have extremely poor capacity. Local decision-makers are only consulting the committees regarding less meaningful issues, like names of streets. At the same time, when the EC discusses this issue, it mentions that wherever they exist, these committees are effective in addressing minority issues. This optimistic statement does not reflect the situation. The suspicion is that it is based only on information coming from the Government. Therefore statements like this one should be checked with the minority communities on the ground. 

7. Stronger conditionality regarding minority languages issues is needed
The usage of minority languages is a chronic problem and needs to be tackled more effectively. The EU should use the Council of Europe’s European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, as a guiding instrument and benchmark for assessing Macedonia’s performance.

8. Furthermore, protection of minority rights should be assessed from a perspective of social inclusion and employment policies. This is also very important in EU-funded projects.  

While the Government allocates funding for various developmental policies, project outcomes are not reaching the marginalized minority communities. Specific allocations for minorities are inadequate both in national budget and in foreign aid. To illustrate, the Ministry of Finances recently made a fund for CSOs: out of the 68 organizations that received funding there was no Roma or Turkish one. The same holds true for the large part of the EU-funded projects, as the EC negotiates these with the Government which is largely neglecting minority issues. The anticipation is that the problem will increase, having in mind that national institutions, led by the one mentioned previously, will manage IPA. 

9. The Report pays special attention to Roma 
It rightly concluded that the Government is lagging in implementation of the National Strategy for Roma. However, the Report recognizes progress in the implementation of the Decade of Roma Inclusion Action Plans. This is odd, having in mind that the plans are part of the strategy. The reality is that neither of the policies targeting Roma is provided with adequate resources, both institutional and financial, thus the implementation is quite difficult. This can also be verified through other topics discussed in the EC Report, as no progress has been notified regarding Roma in the areas of education, employment, housing, health, etc. 
The Commission failed to mention the segregation of Roma children in special institutions for mentally disabled, although there is information about these institutions. These places are crowded with Roma children. The root of the problem is both in the criteria and in the state’s social policy that encourages economically weak families, such as Roma, to send their children to these institutions. This triggers further Roma marginalization. Is progress possible if the whole society is going forwards, but a group of people - backwards? No; just the gap among communities is deepened. 

10. Turks are not even mentioned in the report. Why?
Turks are significantly represented in the eastern part of Macedonia and face similar problems as Roma. They are experiencing severe poverty and marginalisation, but because of smaller numbers and less international attention remain out of the sight of EU institutions. 

As a conclusion, the following recommendations for the EC are proposed:

· To pay more attention to the minority issues in Macedonia.
· Better participation of minorities in the overall accession process needs to be ensured in each stage.
· Issues of concern need to be scanned from the perspective of minorities wherever possible. 
· Although the issues between Albanians and Macedonians are crucial to the stability of the country, smaller minorities shouldn’t be neglected, particularly regarding the implementation and assessment of the Ohrid Framework Agreement

· It is essential that the whole public administration, and especially judiciary and police, are trained in dealing with minority issues and inclusion of minorities in policy-making and delivery. 

· EC should support the decentralization process with a regard to the minority issues on local level.
· Macedonia urgently needs comprehensive EU compatible antidiscrimination law. 

· Processes of dealing with Roma issues need serious support by the EU. Other small minorities should also be given serious attention.
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