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Oral Intervention by the European Roma Rights Center at the United Nations Working Group on Minorities

Good Morning Mr Chairperson,

My name is Claude Cahn and I am Programmes Director at the European Roma Rights Center (ERRC). The ERRC is an international public interest law organisation which monitors the situation of Roma in Europe and provides legal defence in cases of human rights abuse. I would speak briefly today about some ongoing initiatives in the field of Roma rights and then note that there is still significant scope for United Nations action in this area.

There are currently a number of new initiatives related to Roma rights:

· In July 2003, the World Bank and the Open Society Institute announced the launch of a "Decade on Roma Inclusion" (2005-2015), focussing in particular on 7 countries in Central and Southeastern Europe: Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Montenegro, and Slovakia. In the next years, the Decade should foster a number of initiatives in many areas including but not limited to education and development.

· Late last year, the Organization for Security and Co-Operation in Europe approved a Plan of Action on Roma and Sinti, focussing on a number policy areas for government action in the OSCE region.

· Among many Council of Europe initiatives, the Finnish government has proposed a "Roma Forum", to be based at the Council of Europe, which aims to provide a medium through which Romani inclusion in decision-making can be secured to a greater extent than is currently the norm.

· Finally, the European Union (EU) has already funded an extensive range of projects focussing on Roma in current Member States, accession countries and other states. In addition, the EU recently begun undertaking a report on Roma in an Enlarged Europe, to be accompanied by a major workshop conference this Spring. I am proud to say that the ERRC is involved in the preparation of both the report and the conference.

These actions, it will be noted, have been heavily if not exclusively focussed on Europe. 

What we hear increasingly, however, from Romani NGOs in Canada, the United States, Argentina and indeed throughout the Americas, is that Roma rights action is too focussed in Europe, and that the serious issues faced by Roma in the Americas have fallen out. To name only a few pressing issues:

· In Canada, there have been disturbing reports of attacks on Romani refugees from Central and Eastern Europe, and outbreaks of anti-Romani racism in the media;

· At least as of late 2001, the immigration law of Equador reportedly provided explicitly for specific restrictive measures related to "persons suspected of gitanismo";

· In my country -- the United States -- it was not until the late 1990s that lawmakers removed from US law the last explicitly anti-Romani laws in the US, and to this day US police reportedly engage experts in so-called "Gypsy crime" to undertake racial profiling of the US Romani minority.

And beyond Europe, Roma rights is not only an issue of the Americas. Roma and related groups live and face human rights issues in countries such as Australia, Georgia, India, Iran South Africa, and a number of the countries of North Africa. Roma were one of the most high-profile groups at the World Conference Against Racism in Durban, South Africa in 2001, and a number of recommendations related directly to Roma are included in the documents emerging from Durban.

In light of the global nature of Roma rights issues therefore, as well as the pervasive nature of anti-Gypsy sentiment worldwide, it is clear that the United Nations has a greater role to play in Roma rights than it has taken to date. A number of UN agencies have undertaken specific work on Roma in various countries in Europe. We would urge the Working Group to raise with the Sub-Commission the possibility both of a heightened UN profile in the area of Roma rights, as well as of harmonisation with the many other important initiatives ongoing in other inter-governmental bodies right now.

Thank you Mr Chairperson.  
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