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Thank you Mr. Chairman,


My name is Angelina Stanoeva. I represent the Inter Ethnic Initiative for Human Rights Foundation, which is a Bulgarian NGO working on minority rights and community cooperation issues.

In my intervention I would like to address item 3a of the agenda related to the promotion and practical realisation of the UN Declaration on a national level.


The image of Bulgaria as a peaceful island free of ethnic conflicts in the Balkans is very popular among politicians in my country. And in fact, if not brilliant, Bulgaria's legislative and institutional surface is undergoing positive changes as regards the protection of minority rights, especially in view of the country's orientation towards accession in the EU and NATO. Bulgaria has ratified a number of UN and regional human and minority rights protection documents. It has also taken certain steps for incorporation of those international instruments into the national legislation, as well as for the establishment in 1997 of a governmental structure in the form of the National Council on Ethnic and Demographic Issues, supposed to coordinate the implementation of the minority rights provisions in practice. In 1999 the government signed a Framework Programme for Equal Integration of Roma in Bulgarian Society - a ten year plan of positive measures on one of the minorities worst affected by the country's transition into a market economy in the last decade.


But there is yet another, not at all brilliant side to the coin.  Let me present you a brief example. It is about a Roma community of about 450 people living in a small village named Marchevo in the Rhodope Mountains in South-Western Bulgaria. They are descendants of Roma families, who came to the village and established their neighbourhood in the early 1960s as a result of the communist policy for forced settlement of Roma travellers practised at that time. For half a century after that, ten years after the democratic changes started, four years after the establishment of the National Council on Ethnic and Demographic Issues and two years after the adoption of the Framework Programme for Equal Integration of Roma, the attitude of the central and local authorities to the Roma community has been one of almost total neglect. What is striking in this case, however, is that the existing widespread rejection of the Roma community on the part of the non-Roma population is aggravated by the village mayor, Mr. Rozen Marchev, who makes public statements inciting the local Bulgarian community to support his intentions for ethnic cleansing of the village, expelling the Roma residents. (The only representatives of the authorities to show any active concern at all were the new Mayor of the municipality in which Marchevo is situated, and the President of Bulgaria, who showed willingness, inasmuch as his limited powers allow, to try to stimulate institutional action on the issue after the case was brought to his attention by our Foundation in Autumn 2000). 

The members of this Roma basket-maker community are forced into a situation where they have no choice but to rely on social benefits in order to survive. They live in overcrowded makeshift buildings with no sanitation, largely without electricity, and with only one standpipe supplying the whole community with water. Over 50% of the community is under 16 years of age. A few families live all the year round in makeshift tents covered with plastic sheeting. All but a handful of residents are totally illiterate. Only 15 of the 210 children in the community go to school. Officially unemployment stands at 100%. Community members have no property of their own, neither land on which to grow their own food or cash crops. Even if they had land, they do not have the capital which would be required to invest in the first season's crops.


The plight of the Roma community in Marchevo is not at all an isolated one. Unfortunately it is emblematic for most Roma in Bulgaria, who constitute 3.5 % of the total population in the country according to the official statistics and up to 10% according to unofficial data.


The situation in Marchevo depicts how the ethnic discrimination and massive denial of social and economic rights experienced by the Roma community here encapsulates on a small scale the classic elements of the cycle of discrimination, exclusion, marginalisation, impoverishment and alienation in breach of the international standards for minority rights protection, and more specifically of those stipulated by the UN Declaration on Minorities listed in Art. 2.2 and 2.3 providing for minorities' effective participation in the society, Art. 3 on non-discrimination, Art. 4 in the part providing for affirmative action, Art. 5 on the actual implementation of national policies and programmes for minorities; Art. 2(2) and Art. 3 of ICERD and Art. 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

All the above shows that despite the de jure existing human and minority rights protection, we are facing de facto overt ethnic discrimination towards the Roma community, where racist attitudes are expressed with impunity by the authorities without official sanctions. The case of the Roma community in Marchevo further shows how the unsanctioned racist attitudes expressed by public officials can consolidate existing prejudices and exacerbate conflict situations.


We would therefore like to ask the Working Group on Minorities to recommend that Bulgaria take effective measures for the promotion of minority rights and ensure the full implementation of the international human rights instruments. We also ask the Working Group to continue monitoring the state's policies and practices for minority rights protection, especially with regard to the Roma community. In this context, we would like to extend an invitation to you, Mr. Chairman, to visit Bulgaria and meet with politicians, relevant institutions and local NGOs working in this field so as to remind them categorically, from the authority of your position, of their obligations under the aforementioned legal provisions. 


Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
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