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Peter Vermeersch: EU Enlargement and Minority Rights Policies in Central Europe: Explaining Policy Shift in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland.

1.  Quotation.

“In his view (Will Kimlicka), a transfer of minority rights policies to the East should be viewed as a legitimate response to actual or perceived injustices that have arisen in the course of nationbuilding in the region”. (Peter Vermeersch, p.3).

2. Argument.
The ambition of Peter Vermeersch is to analyse to what extend Western minority rights policies and international mechanisms of pressure have influenced policy-making in the CEE.

Referring to the diffusion of norms through the OSCE, the Council of Europe and the European Enlargement, he observes that the most obvious policy transfer has been made through the demand of fulfilling the “Acquis Communautaire” and the “Copenhagen Criteria”, during the process of the European enlargement. Besides, he also underlines the inconsistence of numerous European norms implying a double standard: huge pressure on the CEE countries- perceived as “culturally predisposed to intolerance” and lack of demand for internal commitment of the actual EU members. In the second part, he analyses the undertaken modifications concerning minority rights in Poland, Hungary and Czech Republic -on the light of European initiatives- and establishes only limited and uneven forms of policies transfers. He concludes that there is no “Western or European model”; every instituted change being more connected with short-term interest in candidate or member states than with any moral obligation. Roma are the perfect example of it- few norms to improve their situation in the CEE until they started to immigrate and became a threat to Western states’ stability.

3. Question.

I don’t really one to ask a question but point out the importance of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, which after 2001 (the release of the present text) has played a crucial pressure on government’s policy-making  and is responsible for major policy-shifting. 

4. Experiential Connection.

To illustrate an example of policy shifting due to international pressure, we can focus on the Czech Republic and its “citizenship law”, regarding to its most problematical national minority- the Roma.

In 1993, after the split of Czechoslovakia, the Czech government adopted the very controversial “citizenship law”, forcing most of the Roma (from Slovak origin) to fulfil strict criteria in order to receive Czech nationality. Implicitly, the aim of the government was to get rid of its Roma. The results were mainly a deepening of Roma’s poverty and an accurate international attention on Czech policies. Furthermore, it is only after huge exodus to Canada and to Western Europe, leading to international indignation, that the Czech government decided to make a rapport on the Roma in the country in 1997 (the Bratinka report) and to adopt crucial amendments on its citizenship law in 1999.

5. Textual Connection.
“Lack of clarity over precisely what role European institutions should and could play in respect of Roma policy means that current recommendations serve only to re-state existing ideas rather than addressing the political and financial obstacles to the development and implementation of effective policies within individual countries, where knowledge of local conditions is best”. (Martin Kovats, 2001, “The Emergence of European Roma Policy.”, p102.). Martins Kovats goes further than Peter Vermeersch and supports the idea that, though European institutions have the necessary resources, power and capacity to face the Romani issue; they lack of clear vision and understanding, which makes them totally inefficient to adopt new initiatives and improve significantly the situation.

6. Implications. 
Seen the importance some governments give to the European directives and demands, especially concerning the Romani community, the European institutions should not be afraid of engaging themselves. Identifying the real problems and crediting specific solutions for each state, accompanied by sufficient can only help to convince local elites and population to better apply and ensure equality measures. 

