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Trends and challenges for minority protection in Bulgaria

Nowadays the protection of historically formed and new minorities in Bulgaria faces new challenges. They
are due not only to the increasing complexity and diversity of our society. Some global phenomena such as
migration flows, the economic crisis and growing insecurity contributed a lot to deepening the problem. This
article pays attention to the new trends in minorities’ protection and the relevant attitude of some societal
groups. The conclusions are based on the results of a survey. Some recommendations are elaborated in order
strengthening democratic security in Bulgaria and beyond. The maintained thesis is that international stabil-
ity and security, confidence between states and economic prosperity are important conditions for the estab-
lishment of broader rights of minorities. The all-European solution of the problem of guaranteeing effective
protection of minority rights is a very complex task. It requires a comprehensive approach and the coordinat-
ed efforts of all European states and organizations.

Keywords: minorities, protection, rights, international stability, security, democracy, refugees, migrants, Ro-
ma issue, Bulgaria, Europe.

Ne varietatem timeamus!

Prologue

The Balkan peninsula is one of the most ethnically, linguistically and religiously complex area in Eu-
rope. The Ottoman rulers in the Balkans were essentially not assimilative; rather multinational without tech-
nological and institutional facilities for integrating and unifying. People of the Balkans managed to retain
their separate identities and cultures. However, diversity has always created troubles [1; 7].

Nowadays the protection of historically formed and new minorities faces new challenges.

They are due not only to the increasing complexity and diversity of our societies. Some global phenom-
ena such as migration flows, the economic crisis and growing insecurity contributed a lot to deepening the
problem.

While legislation protecting of the rights of persons belonging to minorities has generally become more
advanced than in the past, the challenge lies in its implementation. This is a challenge that, in my view,
should be embraced by society as a whole. Only integrated and inclusive societies where diversity is embed-
ded, valued and lived can ensure the effective protection of minority rights [2; 37].

Bulgarian landscape

In recent years Bulgaria has become a more and more multicultural society. It has never been a single
ethnic state and for long years Bulgarians have lived well with Turks, Armenians, Jews, etc. However, lately
the landscape has changed dramatically.

According to the last census (2011) the total Bulgarian population is 7 354 570 persons. According to
the last National Statistics Institute’s data available towards 31 December 2015 the population is 7 152 784.
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It’s ethnic make-up is as follows:

*Bulgarians — 76.9 %

*Turks — 8.0 %

*Roma — 4.4 %

¢Other ethnoses or undefined - 10.6 %

The main languages spoken tespectively are:
+Bulgarian

¢Turkish

*Roma

*Russian

* Armenian

*Hebrew, etc.

Concerning religious affiliation, the composition is:
*Orthodox — 59.39 %

+(Catholics — 0.66 %

*Protestants — 0.89 %

*Mochammedans — 7.83 % (including Pomacs - islamicised Bulgarians)
*Other — 0.15 %

+No affiliation — 3.69 %

*No self-determination — 5.56 %

Brief analysis

Due to demographic, economic and other reasons the number of ethnic Bulgarians is continuingly
decreasing. Reciprocally, the number of Roma population is increasing. The irmentality is quite different and
they tend to live in segregation. The attempt undertaken for integration, education, employment, etc. has
failed.

Moreover, Bulgaria is a country lately flooded by refugees and illegal immigrants from Syria,
Afghanistan, Iraq, the Arab world, etc. They contributed significantly to the diversified face of Bulgaria, and
have not always been welcome by the local inhabitants considering them aspotential competitors for work
places, a factor for great public funds expenditures, etc.

In addition, traditionally tolerant towards different religions, society seems to become more and more
sensitive in a negative way with regard to the expanding dissemination of Islam and other sectarianisms. Dif-
ferent religious groups, sometimes imported, started claiming more rights and space in the Bulgarian realm.

In accordance with the last Bulgarian Constitution of 1991, minorities in Bulgaria are directly protected
by the international instruments concerning them. The Constitution recognizes ethnic, linguistic and reli-
gious minorities, but not national minorities (one-nation and unitary state).The minorities enjoy respective
rights (to study and use their mother language, to profess their religion, etc.) but no rights in public life. The
Bulgarian Constitution excludes granting of collective political rights to the different religious and ethnic
groups in Bulgaria. Article 11, paragraph 4 prohibits «political parties on an ethnic, racial or religious basis».
We have embraced non-discrimination principle: no specific - equal rights. The main road chosen by the
Bulgarian law for the protection of the rights of minority groups is the one that guarantees the protection of
their individual human rights.

From the point of view of constitutional law, Bulgaria cannot easily accept the term «national minori-
ty». The first reason is that it does not conform to the unity of the Bulgarian nation enshrined in the Constitu-
tion. The second is linked to the fact that the application of this concept could give rise to misunderstandings
because it is not exactly defined in international law. At the same time we insist that Bulgarian national mi-
norities exist in other countries. The last legal recognition - in Albania in October 2017 - is considered as a
huge success of Bulgarian diplomacy. Bulgaria is a party-state to the Council of Europe’s Framework Con-
vention for National Minorities, but it is ratified with an interpretative declaration that blocks its implemen-
tation.

Due attention deserves the Governmental policy towards Roma minority. As other European countries,
we had a specific Decade for Roma inclusion - 2005-2015. In the National Roma Integration Strategy 2012-
2020 priorities related to healthcare, education, social and housing policy of Roma are underlined. The new
Government Program - 2017-2021 is quite favorable to minorities — it proclaims tolerance, non-
discrimination, integration. But the practical actions are near to positive discrimination, according to the ma-
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jority of the ethnic Bulgarians. We observe raised sensibility in society - Roma minority is considered as a
main criminogenic societal segment (despite reliable statistics) that is not always punished. As a result, to be
a member of Roma minority group in Bulgaria seems to be rather an advantage, profitable, comfortable be-
longing. Hence, the numerous successful discrimination cases, initiated by Roma members, as well as cases
before the European Court of Human Rights. The role of the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee — a very strong
Roma proponent — is quite controversial.

Case study

In October 2017 the Bulgarian Deputy Prime Minister and Chair of the National Council for Coopera-
tion on Ethnic and Integration Issues Valeriy Simeonov was found liable for anti-Roma hate speech as a
Member of Parliament before the National Assembly on December 17, 2014.Simeonov is also a leader of the
Bulgarian ultranationalist party «National Front for the Salvation of Bulgaria» - part of the coalition «United
Patriotsy, a grouping of ultranationalist parties - a minority partner in the current government.

The statement, which was found by the court in violation of the Bulgarian anti-discrimination law, reads:

«lIt is an undeniable fact that a large part of the gypsy ethnicity lives outside of any laws, rules and gen-
eral human norms of behaviour. The laws do not apply to them, taxes and charges are incomprehensible
terms, electricity, water, social and health insurance bills have been replaced by the belief that they have
only rights, but no obligations and responsibilities. For them, theft and robbery have become a livelyhood,
violation of the law — a norm of conduct, childbirth — a profitable business at the expense of the state, and the
care for their offspring — is teaching minors how to practice begging, prostitution, theft and sale of drugs».

The District Court finds that this speech constitutes harassment within the meaning of the Protection
against Discrimination Act, as it «leads to the violation of the dignity of the person and the creation of a hos-
tile, degrading, humiliating and offensive environment, and anyone from the Roma ethnicity may be affected
by it, as the statement does not need to apply to the entire Roma community to be perceived as detrimental to
the dignity of an individual self-identifying as such». The decision is subject of appeal before the regional
court.

Further observations

In Bulgaria, like in the rest of the countries, the so called «new minorities» do exist — e.g. «third gen-
der», non-heterosexual, transgender, LGBT, etc. Bulgarian legislation does not recognize any form of same-
sex couples or families yet although this issue is under discussion. However, in my opinion this problem is
exaggerated.

What is more important: there is an urgent need to pay due attention to the evolution of the attitude of
Bulgarian citizens with regard to the protection of their human rights and the rights of the others [3; 15].
General observations show that the fundamental human rights of different segments of today's population of
Bulgaria are often confronted.Sometimes this leads to tension, discriminatory acts, court cases. As a result,
the quality of common life is deteriorating. The sense of safety and security is diminishing. The acts of ag-
gression and crime rate between the mentioned groups and the majority are increasing.

The justice system, on the other hand, has not worked efficiently for decades, and this is repeatedly
officially recognized.The state institutionsare still trying to react (sometimes) to multiplying conflicts on
social, economic, ethnic base, using conventional instruments, althoughit has been proved that they cannot
bring peace. At the same time they persistently refuse to use alternatives.

Survey

For the purposes of this study an inquiry was launched in November 2017. The target group was a
specialized audience — 100 law students, 4™ year, who are assumed to be well informed and to have a built
opinion on the subject. Their attitude towards the mentioned problems of the day is explored. The most in-
teresting results will be briefly presented.

Question N 1. Do you think that to the existing minorities in Bulgaria there should be granted:
a/ Equal rights — 95 % consider so.

b/ Fewer rights — 4 % are «pro».

¢/ More rights — only 1 %.
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Question N 2. Are minorities’ rights in conflict with the rights of the others?

The answers are:

a/ Yes, because they receive in practice more rights /privileges/ and this creates inequality and positive
discrimination — 62 %.

b/ Yes, because they misuse their rights, disregarding their obligations — 25 %.

¢/ Yes, they are used by politicians and this creates tension — 10 %.

d/ Yes, because minorities are still discriminated — 3 %.

Question N 3. Is minorities’ integration necessary and possible?

The answers received are quite ambivalent:

a/ Yes, only a homogeneous society could progress — 23 %.

b/ Yes, it is in our common interest — 17 %.

¢/ No, integration is not possible because it is not desired by the minorities — 54%.
d/ No, they profit more from being a member of a minority group — 6%.

Question N 4. Are the resources spent for the integration of minorities justified?
The opinions expressed are predominantly negative:

a/ No, because they are not used properly — 45 %.

b/ No, because they are at the expense of the others —29 %.

¢/ No, because they are always politically motivated — 25%.

d/ Yes — 1%.

Question N 5. Should Bulgaria recognize national minorities?
The responds are rather diversified:
a/ Yes, we have to be more modern and to abandon clichés and stereotypes.
b/ Yes, we could not always deny their existence.
¢/ Yes, but their rights should be carefully determined.
d/ I do not see what will change.
e/ No, society is not ready yet.

Question N 6. In relation to refugees and migrants you think that:

H They are a threat to national security

100 H They are a threat to the social security system

80 O They are competitors for work places
E They are a burden for the budget

H They are a criminogenic factor

O They should be supported for humanitarian reasons
E Only basic rights should be ensured
O They should live in isolation from the local population

B They should be integrated in the community

Question N 7. Which are the basic unsolved problems in the relation:
FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN RIGHTS - SPECIFIC RIGHTS OF SEPARATE GROUPS — SECURITY.
The following answers have been received:

*Specific rights of the separate groups infringe the universality of human rights /HR/.

+[t is impossible all rights of all groups to be simultaneously fully implemented; some limits are nec-
essary.

*When the specific rights of a given group affect basic HR of the others, a security problem arises.

*The possession of more rights by a separate group leads to inequality and diminishes security.

+Some respondents are strongly against the specific rights of minority groups.
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Question N 8. What should be changed in law and in practice so that human rights of minorities are en-
sured?

Very practical and constructive ideas have been launched:

+The institutions, and mainly the justice system, should start to work properly, especially in relation to
hate speech and vulnerable groups.

*The international and European standards should be closely observed.

*The education of minorities should be raised.

+Full integration should be achieved.

Question N 9. Is using of alternative methods for resolving minorities problems appropriate? Which
methods?

Here the respondents are again very creative:

a/ Yes — 66 % - dialogue, negotiations, mediation, restorative justice.

b/ No — 20 % - binding decisions are necessary; conventional law gives higher protection.

¢/ Other — 14 % - it depends on the situation.

This study is in its’ very early stage and will be continued. However, the rather diversified land-
scape is immediately evident. There is a lot of skepticism, anxiety, fear. Negative attitude prevails, alt-
hough nuanced and with different arguments. However, positive attitude and compassion towards minori-
ties are also expressed.

Conclusions

There is a trend to polarization, radicalization even of this very specific group — law students — of
the Bulgarian society.The numerous incidents between representatives of different groups and the majority
of population are a fertile ground for raising sensitivity. There is a need of careful, well-measured policy in
today’s multicultural Bulgaria.

There are already some grass-root initiatives - e.g. so called «social mediation» between refugees, mi-
grants and local people. Roma and «health» mediators are trained for resolving conflicts in their commu-
nities. But these should be institutionalized. Unfortunately, the policy-makers remain behind time.

The protection of the rights of persons belonging to minorities is a process.This process is renewed con-
tinuously and can never be considered as fully achieved [4; 211]. Non-respect of minority rights, and human
rights in general, comes at the cost of diminished democratic security in Europe. States should engage to em-
bed these rights into the legal, political and social structure of their nations, in order to build open, inclusive,
and secure societies.

The challenge is how to preserve and nurture unity in diversity: how one can promote an integrated and
inclusive society, while at the same time protecting diversity and supporting individuals to affirm their dif-
ferent ethnic, linguistic, cultural and religious identities [5; 365]. Policies should be developed aimed at pro-
moting understanding and mutual respect amongst citizens, and encouraging active participation of all in the
political, social and cultural life. Among these policies, integration strategies play a relevant role and while
targeting (recent and less recent) migrant communities, they should also embrace minorities, so as to address
the underlying issue of managing diversity and complexity in society. This is a precondition for an effective
enjoyment of minority rights and thus for stability and democracy. It is also vital that the authorities engage
actively in breaking down stereotypes and reframing debates in the media to dispel narratives which only
heighten any «anti-other» sentiment.
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Boarapusinarsl a3 yJaTTapabl KOpray Macesesiepi MeH 3aHbLIBIKTAPbI

Kasipri enemue bonrapusaars! Tapuxu KaJIbINTACKaH XKOHE jkaHA Maiaa OoJFaH a3 YITTapasl KOpray OyphIH
TaHBIC OoNIMaraH Macelnenepre Tam Ooinbl. Bynm yiFaifbil OTBIpFaH KUBIHIBIKTApMEH KoHE Oi3miH
KOFaMBIMBI3JIBIH ~allyaH-TYpJlniriMeH OaitmanpicThl. Kemmi-KoH Jieri, 3KOHOMHKAJBIK JaFIapbic IKOHE
Kayilci3ikke TOHTeH Kayil-Karepiep cekinai Keiibip »kahaHIBIK KyOBUIBICTap MOCENEHi IIBIHAI
mueneHicripin kidepai. Maxkana a3 XalbIKTapasl KOpPFayAblH JKaHa TEHICHLMSJIApbIHA JKOHE Keloip
KOFaMJbIK TONTApAbIH OFaH KapbIM-KAaTbIHACBIHA Haszap aynapTanbl. KOpPBITBIHABUIAD —CYPACTBIPY
HoTIDKesepine Heriznenren. KeiiGip yceinbiMaap bonrapusaa xaHe oaH ThIC IEMOKPATHSUIIBIK KayilCi3miKTi
HBIFAHTy MaKcaTbIH/a d3ipyieHAl. Y ChIHBUIBIN OTHIPFAH MakKaja a3 yJITTapra KeH KYKbIKTap Oepy *oHe OHBI
OeKiTy XaJbIKapaJIBIK TYPAKTBUIBIK MEH KayillCi3/iK, MEMJICKETTep apachIHIArbl CEHIM MEH SKOHOMHKAJBIK
OpKEHJICY YIIIH MaHBI3/Ibl JKarqailiap OoJbll TabbuiaJbl. A3 YITTapIblH KYKBIKTapbIH THIMAI KOPFay/bl
KaMTaMachl3 €Ty MACEJECiH JKaJIbleypoIalbIK NIy oTe KypAeli MiHaeT Ooibin Tabbutazsl. By Gapibik
€YpOTNAIIBIK MEMIICKETTEPIIH JKoHe YHBIMIApIbIH YHIEeCIMAIl KYII CATybIH XKoHE KEIISH[I 9pEeKeT eTyiH KaxeT
ereni.

Kinm co30ep: a3 ynrTap, KOpray, XajbIKapalblK TYPaKThUIBIK, KayilCi3AiK, JeMOKpaTHs, OOCKbIHAAD, KO-
KOHYIIIBI, ChIFaHxap maceseci, bonrapus, Eyporma.

J. YankoBa

TeH}leHHl/II/I H leOﬁJIeMbI 3alllMThl MCHBIIIMHCTB B Bonrapml

B coBpemMeHHOM Mupe 3aluTa HCTOPHIECKU CIOXMBIIMXCS M HOBBIX MEHBIIMHCTB B boirapum crankuBaercs
C HEM3BECTHBIMH paHee MpoOieMaMu. DTO CBSI3aHO HE TOJNBKO C BO3PACTAIONIEN CIOXKHOCTBIO U pa3HOOOpazneM
HaIlIeTo O0IIECTBa, HEKOTOPbIE TII00ANBHBIE SABICHHUS, TAKME KAK MUTPAILIMOHHBIE TOTOKH, SKOHOMUYECKHI KpH-
3MC U PACTYIIHE yrpo3bl OE30IMaCHOCTH, CEPbE3HbIM 00pa3zoM ycyryommu mpobiemy. Hactosmas crathst akueH-
THPYeT BHIMAaHHE HA HOBBIX TEHJEHIMSX B 3all[UTe MEHBIINHCTB U COOTBETCTBYIOIIEM OTHOLIEHUH HEKOTOPBIX
OOIIECTBEHHBIX TPyMIT. BEIBOABI OCHOBAaHBI Ha pe3yibTaTax onpoca. HekoTopsle pekoMeHmanuu pa3padboTaHbl
B IIEJISIX YKPEIUIEHHs JeMOKpaTHaeckoi Oe3onacHoct B bonrapun u 3a ee npenenamu. OTCTanBaeMbIA TE3HC
3aKJII0YAeTCsl B TOM, YTO MEXKIyHapoJHas CTaOMIBHOCTh M O€30IIaCHOCTbH, AOBEPHE MEXTY TOCYIapCTBAMH U
SKOHOMHYECKOE IPOIBETaHHUE SIBITIOTCS BYKHBIMU YCIIOBHSIMH TSI IPEIOCTABIICHUS U 3aKpEIUICHHs OoJtee IH-
POKuX mpaB MeHbIIMHCTB. OOImeeBporneiickoe pemenue npodaeMsl obecreueHus 3(p(GEeKTUBHON 3aLIUTHI IPaB
MEHBIINHCTB SIBIISIETCS] OUEHb CIOXKHOH 3afaueil. OTo TpeOyeT KOMIIUIEKCHOTO MOAX0a U CKOOPAVHUPOBAHHBIX
YCUJIMH BCEX €BPONEHCKUX TOCYIapCTB U OPraHU3aLIUi.

Kniouesvie cnosa: MeHbIIMHCTBA, 3allUTa, IPaBa, MEXIyHapoaHas cTaOWIBHOCTh, O€30IaCHOCTb, AEMOKpa-
THs1, OCKCHIIBI, MUTPAHTBI, IILITAHCKUI Bompoc, bonrapus, EBporma.
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