SCHENGEN BARRIERS IN BULGARIA
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There’s a village called Marchevo on the southern slopes of the Western Rhodope Mountains. Today, it numbers 150 inhabitants, most of them elderly. They are proud of being pure Bulgarians. They’re unhappy that their number is decreasing drastically and that they live next to a Romany neighbourhood which is three times as numerous. The neighbourhood in question has a compact Romany population of 450 people. It is situated, geographically, on the territory of Marchevo, but administratively it figures as part of the adjacent village of Gurmen, which is also the municipal centre. 

This muddle is no accident. It has been achieving for decades exactly what it was meant to achieve. Because without the population of this neighbourhood, the municipal register of the population of Marchevo shows only 150 people. In effect, less than the 500 population limit below which Marchevo loses its status of a locality with an elected mayor, and acquires instead a mayor appointed by the Municipal Council, as is now the case. The Romany votes are re-directed in this way to constitute electoral support for the municipal centre. Secondly, and crucially, this situation effectively prevents the Romany population, which would be a majority in Marchevo if it belonged to it administratively, from nominating a member of their own community for the post of mayor. In this way this cunning administrative approach effectively deprives them of the right to be elected.

The fate of the Romany neighbourhood in Marchevo is in some ways very similar to many other Romany neighbourhoods in Bulgaria, and in other ways very different. Here, like in many other places, the neighbourhood has never figured in local planning schemes. It lies on land which was once nationalised and is now the object of restitution claims. What is different in this case is the complete evasion on the part of the state (both communist and post communist) of any commitment whatsoever to the neighbourhood and its inhabitants. Nearly half a century after the implementation of Party directives to force the Romanies to settle on this piece of land, not a single metre of asphalt has been laid, nor a single metre of water pipe, nor a transformer to ensure an electricity supply. The authorities have provided willy-nilly a completely segregated school in Marchevo which guarantees almost 100% illiteracy to the residents. Nobody in the neighbourhood has any land. Nobody goes to work. The houses are lash-ups, dug-outs or tents. The inhabitants’ livelihood comes from the forest and from social security, providing no more than the opportunity to vegetate. Against the backdrop of the overall marginalisation of this mountain region populated by minorities, the social isolation of people from the neighbourhood in question is truly staggering. The idea of citizen organisations, of partnerships with local authorities or  with anyone else outside the home are as comprehensible as nuclear physics is to most of us. Even the great bogey of a ghetto at Stolipinovo in Plovdiv, with its remains of streets, its dusty market place, its partly literate inhabitants who manage to do odd jobs here and there and its large number of (albeit weak) citizen organisations, looks like an astronomical quantity to the Romany of Marchevo. Can there be a more alarming signal than the fact that Stolipinovo comes out as leader in any positive classification?

* * *

So far, the various local social “actors” assess the Marchevo situation in a number of different ways. For example, the Member of Parliament for this region (from the ruling Union of Democratic Forces) until recently didn’t count the Marchevo problem on his list of local problems (as from his interview for Ethno Reporter, December 2000). Only two citizen organisations (one of which is Inter-Ethnic Initiative for Human Rights Foundation, which publishes this magazine} undertook some economic and educational initiatives in the Romany neighbourhood and lobbied to include it in the town and country planning schemes for the village of Marchevo. The latter is taking place with the support of the municipal mayor, who referred the fact that the Municipal Land Commission restituted land on which inhabitable buildings stand as agricultural land (in contravention of the law) to the Minister of Agriculture. This lobbying  prompted the Minister to order the designation of the land the Romany community’s houses stand on to be changed, and it is now due to be included in the town and country planning schemes.

The local mayor in Marchevo itself has his own “governance philosophy”. In this de facto multi-ethnic environment, he uses the restitution claims of the ethnic Bulgarians whose families owned the land before nationalisation to solve what for him is local issue number one: evicting the Romany community and ridding the area once and for all of that tribe, whose members are just born bad. According to him, this solution, postponed but expected by everyone for decades, could be easily put into practice: up in the mountains, there’s an abandoned pioneer camp which would be just right for the Romanies in the neighbourhood – far from normal people, up there with all the wild fruits and mushrooms.

Most of the owners with restitution claims (encouraged by their Mayor’s racism)  quite openly say that they don’t care two bits for the land they’ve got claims on, which is infertile, eroded and unsuitable for cultivation, but that they will insist on receiving precisely that land and refuse any offers of compensation with better-quality land, so that they can drive out those hated Romanies. That’s the sort of thing we’re up against…

* * *

So right in front of us, we have the knotty problem of Marchevo, a crystal-clear image of extreme and flagrant discrimination, of long years of absolute abdication (with complete impunity), on the part of the state and the local authorities of their obligations to an ethnic community, those obligations being replaced by strategies for the ethnic cleansing of this “useless population”. The Marchevo case is one of a great many of its type.

Isn’t anyone scandalised by the existence of such strategies in a country with plausible legal norms which are supposed to prohibit all that? In a country which has joined the bandwagon of international legal norms which are supposed to prohibit all that? And isn’t it rather frightening that all that continues to go on without scandalising anyone?

* * *

Our society and our institutions can’t stand the term “ethnic discrimination”. They’re repelled by the word “racism”, like one of those disgusting phenomena inherent to other societies and states. I am convinced that even a humanitarian disaster like the one in Marchevo would be referred to as a “socio-economic issue”, or as “a problem arising from the specific cultural peculiarities of the community itself”. And certainly not as the consequence of the glaringly obvious denial of almost every possible human right of a particular minority community on the part of the majority and its institutions. It’s certainly convenient to be so blind, isn’t it?

On various occasions, our politicians regularly reach the conclusion that there’s no institutional ethnic discrimination in Bulgaria – neither de jure, nor de facto. But of course they are resoundingly silent on the logical question -  how, without the “help” of local and national institutions, such a large number of so compact human communities have been excluded from access to the material and public resources which they are entitled to and from participation in public life and decision making!

Legislators also maintain that Bulgarian law guarantees the equal treatment of all Bulgarian citizens. Although that might seem true at first sight, it is obvious that the guarantees provided by the laws themselves, and the penalties for violating them, are ineffective enough to allow such effective ethnic discrimination. Legislators will again remind us that Bulgaria has ratified many international agreements (the latest of which was the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities), which provide special protection for minorities. What does that reminder prove, when the state irresponsibly takes on obligations which it has no intention of carrying out? Even Todor Zhivkov’s communist state went and ratified fundamental human rights and minority rights documents without it having any connection whatsoever with real life!

The executive authorities for their part boast that they formed a special body, the National Council on Ethnic and Demographic Issues, along with its regional structures (We can judge how effective they have been by the very fact that one of these specialised structures is in the Blagoevgrad region, where Marchevo, the village which illustrates this article, is). The executive authorities also point out that they created (in joint authorship with Romany organisations!) the Framework Programme for the Equal-Status Participation of Roma, forgetting that today, two years after its rousing promotion event, the programme has dried up without having yielded a single fruit. With even more razzmatazz, the executive authorities remind us that its priorities include not only the problems of Romanies, but also the problems of minorities as a whole. But in the eyes of minorities, the scattering of low-level officials from various ethnic groups appointed in some departments and institutions can do nothing to change the fact that the governing role is played by the governing ethnic group. Precisely for this reason, in the coming parliamentary elections, regardless of the qualities or anti-qualities of their leaders, massive minority communities will again cast an ethnic vote.

What about the contribution of the media in forming inter-ethnic tolerance in society and in genuine reporting on the problems of minorities? The media interpretation of minority problems, especially Romany problems, is characterised by going through the motions (“let’s print  something a bit more colourful”) and monotony (endless reports on how the Romanies don’t pay their electricity bills and endless pictures of the Romany hovels everyone knows about), as well as by the way they avoid asking the questions which are crying out to be asked: questions about the reasons for unequal treatment on ethnic basis, about covert and overt ethnic discrimination, about legal guarantees and about the responsibilities of the executive and judicial authorities.

* * *

I am one of the millions of Bulgarians who think that the lifting of visa restrictions to the Schengen Agreement countries of the EU is fair and essential to our successful preparation for integration in European structures. It is fair because it will reduce the marginalisation of a small geographical territory (Bulgaria) and of a small part of European society (Bulgarian). It is fair because it will reduce the fear and feeling of inferiority prevalent among people in Europe’s “back yard”. It is fair, because it will help us to understand where we are and what we should do. It is fair for many more reasons. But what is alarming is that at the same time as we’re cracking open the champagne in celebration of this justice, the Bulgarian mass consciousness rigidly refuses to lift our own, home-made “Schengen barriers” put up against people in the back yard of our own society: peripheral and vulnerable minority communities who continue not to have any access to the material and spiritual resources they are entitled to. That’s why all this talk about their integration in macro-society will be very hollow if we don’t immediately lift these barriers. If politicians and legislators don’t work day and night to achieve this. If the public climate isn’t warmed up to allow this.

Some segments of Western European societies are also inclined to be deeply prejudiced and claustrophobic about the influx of “marginals” from all over the place, and left to themselves would probably go on supporting the existence of Schengen visa barriers for a very long time. But other segments express shame and a readiness to act against this decrepit arrogance and bunker mentality. It was precisely these segments of Western European public opinion which fed the political decisions of transnational European structures which provided the occasion for us to drink our champagne today. So amongst us, where is this kind of progressive social thinking, and how strong is it?

“That other” part of Europe, despite the legacy of its colonial and arrogant past, at present is trying to overcome it and to develop its principles of equal treatment of all people regardless of their ethnic or racial origin. Last summer, the Council of the European Union came out with a special directive to coordinate the policies of member states in countering discrimination against various groups, including ethnic minorities, and aimed at building up democratic and tolerant societies which encourage the participation of all people regardless of their ethnic and racial origin. The directive obliges the member states to implement even more categorical action against ethnic discrimination, covering all areas of public life, by the year 2003. Apart from this directive, a new protocol was added to the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, specifically aimed at prohibiting discrimination.

Where will that leave us, as a society and a political class, in relation to the more and more categorical anti-discriminatory imperatives of the new Europe? Are we going to approve them with the kind of sly wink that we’re so familiar with? Are we going to put them into practice with the same kind of “effectiveness” with which we’ve implemented until now our obligations under international agreements guaranteeing the rights of minorities and their equal treatment? 

Lifting visa restrictions on Bulgaria wasn’t unrelated to Bulgaria’s general democratic development, of which an unquestionable indicator is our attitude and policy towards ethnic discrimination. It would be naïve to think that the structures we’re trying to join are going to let us fester in our double standards for very long…

* * *

When I first wrote this article, I was applying for a visa to go to Belgium. I was cursing the Schengen visa barrier under my breath only days before it was lifted. I hated the fact that I had to travel and to fulfil all those humiliating visa requirements. But I would support the reintroduction of that same barrier or other sanctions if in time it turns out that my country continues to maintain the humiliating barriers it has held up against its own “marginals” up to now. If justice is to broaden its range, the price for violations against it has to be paid.
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