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Peter Vermeersch’s “EU Enlargement and Minority Rights Policies in Central Europe: Explaining Policy Shifts in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland”

CENTRAL QUOTATION:  “Although the EU’s conditionality policy seems to have led to limited forms of policy transfer, the effect of European pressure on policy… shifts have often not correlated with the increasing importance attached to moral norms about minority rights on EU level, but rather they are connected to short-term interests of individual states,” (Vermeersch 5).

ARGUMENT: Veermeersch argues that although Western Europe is moving towards minority protection, the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention does not force change in minority policy in the candidate states because it offers no group-specific policies and has uneven support in western countries.  Instead the EU and its “membership conditionality” is more powerful in enacting change in candidate states, despite the limitations caused by perceived double standards for eastern states and ambiguous policy demands.  The EU has been most clearly successful in increasing the number of documents related to Roma.  But it is also apparent from the timing of these documents that changes have more to do with the interests of the states than a moral prerogative to help minorities.  

QUESTION:   The article mentions that the current trend in Western Europe is an increasing awareness of minority rights.  Meanwhile the candidate states do not seem to have this as a major objective.  Therefore, does a unified Europe only exist in name if the countries in it do not all have the same goals?

EXPERIENTIAL CONNECTION:  From my own experience, Vermeersch seems rational in thinking that external governments and organizations have little control over the policies of a country.  When a person is told they should give up smoking, they usually never do it.  It is only when they decide themselves that quitting is actually what they want to do that they succeed.  So it makes sense in politics that outside intervention does not guarantee a change in the law.

TEXTUAL CONNECTION:  “Only ‘Europe’ has the authority and the resources to provide the framework for addressing the multifarious policy problems affecting Roma,…but to play its role effectively, its institutions need to be realistic about their own competence and recognize that the complexities involved require channeling of policy initiatives through state-level structures,” (Kovats 110).  This quote elaborates on Vermeersch idea.  Like Vermeersch, Kovats recognizes that Europe does play a role in influencing the minority policies of the candidate states.  However both also recognize that change is only possible when it comes from within.

IMPLICATIONS:  This article suggests that changes in minority policies have to occur within the candidate states and will not come from pressure from the outside.  Therefore it seems that grass root movements that encourage individual governments to enact new policies are crucial for changes in policy.  It also shows that international conferences, which redirect money away from going specifically to the minorities who need them, might only serve to hurt the situation more than help it.
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