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proceedings were initiated against her afterward. De-
manding an apology from the French judiciary and 
assurances that Ms M’Baye is still allowed on French 
territory, Ms Isler Béguin stated: “I am revolted by the 
humiliation of my friend Fatimata M’Baye, who we 
know and appreciate for her long struggle for respect-
ing human rights in Mauritania. I find her detention and 
the degrading attitude of the judicial police particularly 
shocking. … The French authorities have to ensure that 
this kind of incident is not repeated.”

• UK/Ghana -  The Immigration Minister, Liam Byrne, 
announced on 14 January 2008 that the Home Office 
had completed the rolling-out of new measures to deal 
with illegal immigration. They include obtaining fin-
gerprints from individuals making visa applications to 
enter the UK from 133 countries and new, higher tar-
gets for deportation of foreign prisoners from the UK. 
The next day, the head of the Border and Immigration 
Agency, Lin Homer, defended the Home Office’s deci-
sion to deport Ama Sumani, a terminal cancer patient 
who had overstayed her student visa, to Ghana from 
Wales, where she had been receiving dialysis treatment 
at Cardiff hospital. Ms Homer said that the deportation 
did not amount to inhumane or degrading treatment 
and, therefore, was not a breach of the UK’s Article 
3 European Convention on Human Rights obligations. 
The Chair of the Commons Home Affairs Committee 
had appealed to the Immigration Minister to intervene 
in the case. The Lancet criticized the decision, and, in 
connection with the larger issue of access to free medi-
cal care for failed asylum-seekers, published a petition 
signed by 276 doctors calling on the government to re-
ject proposals that would abolish this right of access. 

• GREECE/Iran - When Greek authorities decided not 
to grant asylum to an Iranian asylum-seeker who had 
been imprisoned and tortured in his country because of 
his homosexuality, several Members of the European 
Parliament set the case before the European Commis-
sioner in charge of immigration, who reminded Greece 
that any decision involving asylum demands had to 
be examined scrupulously with regard to Iranian legal 
standards, as well as the possible persecutions commit-
ted against homosexuals in this country.  Shortly after 
publication in the Greek press this spring of the Com-
missioner’s comment on rights standards, the man was 
granted refugee status that had been denied twice be-
fore, since his 1999 arrival in Greece. 

• GREECE/Turkey/Afghanistan - In January Am-
nesty International called on the Greek authorities to 
investigate human rights violations that appear to have 
been perpetrated by members of the Greek coast guard 
in the Aegean Sea. AI representatives found in Turkish 
detention facilities and interviewed 13 Afghan males 
(8 of whom are minors) who stated that they had been 

prevented from accessing Greek land by sea and had 
instead been ill-treated by uniformed men, some wear-
ing masks, whom they believed to be members of the 
Greek coast guard, and that they were pushed back into 
Turkish waters in boats that were not seaworthy. These 
actions, if occurring as described in detail, would con-
stitute violations of Greece’s obligations under inter-
national and regional human rights law – specifically 
under the European Convention on the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR), 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), the UN Convention against Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment and the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. The allegations are consistent with other re-
ports of violations received by Amnesty International 
and other non-governmental organizations. There has 
been no reply to AI’s December 2007 request to the 
Minister of Merchant Marine for clarification about 
coast guard training and structure. Amnesty has called 
on the Greek government to launch an impartial, in-
dependent and thorough investigation into this most 
recent incident, to make the results of the investigation 
public, and to ensure that any Greek law enforcement 
officials suspected of having perpetrated human rights 
violations be brought to justice.  

• ITALY - The new Italian government reportedly is 
considering an increase of up to 18 months of detention 
of irregular migrants and swift expulsion procedures of 
irregular migrants.

• BELGIUM - Civil Liberties Committee MEPs who 
visited Belgium’s crowded but comparatively “clean 
and orderly” centres fermés in October reported finding 
various flaws in the treatment of foreigners without the 
right paperwork, including detention of children and of 
European citizens (Poles and Romanians), little access 
to interpreters, and “lack of openness” about deporta-
tions, particularly of persons not returned to their coun-
tries of origins but sent back to transit countries.

• UK - The EP delegation that visited migrant deten-
tion centers of the United Kingdom in November 2007 
noted that conditions were “generally good”, but de-
tention is too long, there is a lack of legal counseling, 
and children & other vulnerable persons are held. Early 
this year, Amnesty International again questioned the 
apparently arbitrary basis of decisions — often depend-
ing on “the availability of beds within the immigration 
detention estate, rather than on considerations of neces-
sity and proportionality” — to detain asylum-seekers in 
the UK (press release, 30 January 2008).

• CYPRUS - After visiting Cyprus in late May as part 
of the EP Civil Liberties Committee program of visits 
to migrant detention centers throughout the EU, a del-
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egation of MEPs concluded that conditions there are 
comparatively good. Asylum-seekers are not detained 
unless their request for asylum has been rejected or 
they have committed a crime. The delegates noted that 
an influx of “illegal” immigrants from the northern part 
of the island “is a huge problem for Turkey, which … 
has to assume its responsibilities and show solidarity” 
— something they hope to discuss with the new Immi-
gration Commissioner.

The Amnesty International Secretariat sent a letter on 
12 November 2007 to  the  Cypriot  Minister of Interior, 
raising concerns regarding the detention of 6 rejected 
asylum-seekers.

• THE NETHERLANDS - Human Rights Watch 
(HRW) said in mid-May that the Dutch policy of re-
quiring some would-be immigrants to pass a language 
& culture test at embassies abroad is discriminatory, 
targeting people from certain nations and exempting 
others. “The overseas integration test is discrimina-
tory because it explicitly applies only to relatives from 
predominantly non-Western countries,” said HRW Eu-
ropean director Holly Cartner. “These measures keep 
families apart and appear to be aimed at keeping cer-
tain kinds of people out of the Netherlands.” HRW 
observed that “[t]he impact … has fallen primarily on 
those wanting to join family members from two of the 
three largest non-Western migrant communities in the 
Netherlands — Moroccans and Turks”. A government 
spokeswoman rejected the assessment, saying that 
some countries had pre-existing treaties with the Neth-
erlands covering immigration, while people elsewhere, 
“[i]f their aim is to build a new life here, … should 
begin acquiring the knowledge they’ll need” (Associ-
ated Press, 15 May 2008). Preparatory materials for the 
test famously include a film of Dutch cultural scenes 
that some observers say are none-too-subtly meant to 
be off-putting in certain other cultures. 

•  FRANCE - On 15 January 2008, the independent 
anti-discrimination body, the “Haute autorité de lutte 
contre les discriminations et pour l’égalité” (HALDE), 
delivered its opinion on the immigration law adopted 
by the French parliament in November 2007. The 
HALDE considered the provisions of the immigration 
law calling for DNA tests in family reunification appli-
cations to be discriminatory and in breach of  France’s 
obligations under  the European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR). The decision was sent to the Prime 
Minister and the Minister for Immigration, Integration 
and National  Identity. HALDE has asked to be con-
sulted by the government on future application of the 
law. A New York Times editorial warning against the 
“ugly new law” (“Pseudoscientific Bigotry in France”, 
21 October 2007), commented: “Immigrant bashing is 
an effective vote-getter. Unfortunately, it leads to bad 

laws, bad policies and needless human suffering for the 
individuals and families it targets and exploits.”

• SWITZERLAND - In the national electoral cam-
paign last fall, a major Swiss political party, member of 
the coalition government, widely distributed a poster, 
titled “To Create Security”, picturing three white sheep 
standing on a Swiss flag as one of them kicks a black 
sheep away. Foreigners make up a quarter of the Swiss 
work force, and typically must wait 12 years before be-
ing considered for citizenship, according to the New 
York Times (“Immigration, Black Sheep, and Swiss 
Rage”, 8 October 2007).

• AUSTRIA - Amnesty International has written to 
the Austrian Ministers of Interior and Justice, request-
ing statistics for the period 2005-2007 regarding the 
number of complaints of racially-motivated violence 
lodged against non-state actors; the number of criminal 
proceedings initiated as a result of such complaints; the 
outcome of proceedings; and information about con-
crete measures that have been undertaken by the Aus-
trian authorities to deal with the problem. AI also re-
quested information about the number of complaints of 
ill-treatment lodged against police officers; how many 
of them have a racist element; the number of criminal 
proceedings initiated as a result of such complaints; 
and how many resulted in convictions.

• IRELAND - After a formal exchange of opinions and 
explanations between the European Commission and 
Ireland about the compatibility of some rules of the 
Irish anti-discrimination law with the relevant EU Di-
rective, particularly concerning protection against dis-
crimination based on religion, the Commission decided 
in early May not to pursue an infringement procedure 
on this point that had be opened last year.

• BULGARIA - In September Bulgaria signed the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
thereby committing itself to preventing discrimination 
and giving persons with disabilities opportunities for 
fair education, employment and participation in the ev-
eryday life of Bulgarian society.

• BULGARIA - On 8 October 2007, the Committee of 
Ministers of the Council of Europe adopted a resolu-
tion  following  a ruling by the European Committee on 
Social Rights (ECSR) in the case of European Roma 
Rights Centre (ERRC) v Bulgaria. The  resolution  
confirmed the Committee’s finding that Bulgaria was 
inviolation of the European Social Charter (ESC) for 
its systematic denial of Roma rights to adequate hous-
ing. The ECSR ruled that “the situation [in Bulgaria] 
concerning the inadequate housing of Roma families 
and the lack of proper amenities constitutes a violation 
of Article 16 and the revised Charter taken together 
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with Article E”. In response to the ruling, Bulgaria an-
nounced new legislation to simplify the legalization of 
existing buildings and the construction of new dwell-
ings, including social housing. Furthermore, an alter-
native to municipality-run housing accessible to disad-
vantaged groups was to be established, and delays in 
the execution of court verdicts that damage the inter-
ests of the Roma community were to be permitted. This 
was the third collective complaint taken by the ERRC 
that has resulted in findings of a violation of the ESC in 
relation to housing conditions of Roma in EU Member 
States, namely Italy, Greece and Bulgaria.

• SLOVAKIA - The Geneva-based Centre on Housing 
Rights and Evictions (COHRE) named Slovakia one 
of 2007’s three Housing Rights Violators, for persis-
tently violating the right to adequate housing of Roma. 
Each year, COHRE presents its “Housing Rights Viola-
tor Awards” to three governments or other institutions 
guilty of particularly serious and pervasive housing 
rights violations in the preceding year. COHRE’s Dep-
uty Director, Jean du Plessis, said “More than 120,000 
Roma in Slovakia reside in slums – lacking access to 
basic services such as water and electricity – many 
… also live in segregated housing. The conditions in 
which these communities live are dehumanising and 
constitute a grave human rights violation by the Gov-
ernment of Slovakia. It is entirely unacceptable for a 
member of the European Union to allow such a situ-
ation to continue, particularly when the EU and other 
donor agencies have made available an extraordinary 
amount of resources to address inadequate housing and 
discrimination against Roma.”

• SLOVAKIA - In January the OSCE Representative 
on Freedom of the Media, Miklos Haraszti, asked the 
Slovak Government to withdraw its draft Press Act 
from Parliament, saying that his office was ready to 
prepare a legal review of the Act and provide recom-
mendations. That draft contained “sections that would 
severely restrict editorial autonomy,” he said, “and 
would thereby go against Slovakia’s international com-
mitments to protect media freedom”. Those sections re-
ferred to Ministry of Culture overview published treat-
ment of a long list of socially harmful behaviors and 
16 types of “hate”, including hate “based on political 
or other way of thinking”. “Given the utter subjectivity 
and vagueness of these key concepts, the law could be 
used arbitrarily to restrict and punish even mere report-
ing on events or opinions,“ said Haraszti. “That would 
seriously damage society’s right to obtain information 
on issues of public importance.”

• BELGIUM/GERMANY - Ruling in November 2007 
on a 2004 case of a police search of a German journal-
ist’s office and home, the European Court of Human 
Rights noted a new infringement by Belgium of press 

freedom, under article 10 of the European Convention 
on Human Rights (ECHR). 

• UK - A press freedom case, in which police are at-
tempting to use anti-terrorism laws to force a journalist 
to turn over notes and other source material, has gone 
to a British court. The journalist, Shiv Malik, is helping 
the controversial (and recently arrested) Hassan Butt 
write his autobiography, Leaving al-Qaeda: Inside the 
Mind of a British Jihadist. Police have sought similar 
material from assorted British and American news or-
ganizations (including BBC and CBS News) that have 
interviewed Mr Butt; all are opposing the police in 
court. A 21 May Washington Post account of the case 
quoted Jonathan Dimbleby, British broadcaster & au-
thor and the chairman of Index on Censorship, as say-
ing, “Maybe I’m naive, but I had never expected this 
law to be used to this end.” 

• UK -  Privacy International, which monitors surveil-
lance levels in societies worldwide, says Britain is the 
worst-performing “western” democracy in this respect. 
It categorizes the UK as an “endemic surveillance so-
ciety”, alongside China and Russia. Timothy Garton 
Ash comments (The Guardian, 15 November 2007): 
“I find it suggestive that Britain, probably the freest 
society in Europe in the last century, is now the most 
watched society in Europe, while Germany, a country 
with a unique 20th-century double experience — Nazi 
and Stasi — of unfreedom, is now, according to Pri-
vacy International, the least watched.”

• GREECE - Asserting that working conditions of hu-
man rights activists have deteriorated in Greece in a 
climate of tension, the EuroMed Human Rights Net-
work (EMHRN) issued a declaration in mid-January 
calling on Greece and the EU to support the human 
rights activists who face aggression and court action 
from neo-Nazis. EMHRN reported incidents of physi-
cal violence in addition to court proceedings initiated 
against the spokesman for the Greek Helsinki Monitor 
(GHM) and against activists who have filed complaints 
against Greek neo-Nazis. 

• BELGIUM - Following last year’s formal govern-
ment apology for the involvement of Belgian authori-
ties in the deportation of Jews to Nazi concentration 
camps, this March Belgium’s banks and government 
sought to make material amends, announcing $170 
million in restitution for the Jewish community and 
families of Holocaust survivors whose property and 
goods were looted by occupiers (Associated Press, 12 
March 2008).

• Hungary/world - On 10 October 2007, Hungary 
signed the Council of Europe Convention on the Pre-
vention of Terrorism and the Council of Europe Con-
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vention on Action against Trafficking in Human Be-
ings.

• UK/world - On 14 January 2008, the Home Secretary 
announced the UK government’s intention to ratify by 
the end of 2008 the Council of Europe Convention on 
Action Against Trafficking in Human Beings, which 
entered into force on 1 February 2008, having been rat-
ified by the requisite number of 10 states. The United 
Kingdom signed the Convention in March of last year. 
Ratification requires legislative and procedural chang-
es to make the UK compliant with the provisions of 
the Convention. On 18 January, the Commons Home 
Affairs Committee announced an inquiry into human 
trafficking in the UK. According to the Committee, the 
“primary focus of the inquiry will be on the response 
by public authorities in the UK and the effectiveness of 
international  co-operation in addressing the problem”. 
A month earlier (16 December 2007), The Observer 
reported that victims of human trafficking in the UK 
will in future be eligible for compensation, following 
a government decision to review the interpretation of 
the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority (CICA) 
guidelines. Four women who were trafficked to the UK 
for sexual exploitation were the first to receive com-
pensation. The CICA agreed to pay compensation for 
false imprisonment, and for forced prostitution during 
that imprisonment.

• UK/UN CRC - On the same day (14 January 2008) 
that the Home Office announced the Home Secretary’s 
intention to ratify the Council of Europe Convention 
on Action Against Trafficking in Human Beings, it also 
announced a review of the UK’s reservation to the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). The 
review is intended to consider the continued need for 
the reservation in light of plans to ratify the European 
Trafficking Convention. The UK has entered a general 
reservation to the CRC regarding the entry into, stay in, 
and departure from the UK of children subject to im-
migration control. The reservation relates to Article 22 
of the Convention on the protection of children seeking 
asylum. The UK’s reservation, premised on securing ef-
fective immigration control, was criticized by the Joint 
Committee on Human Rights (JCHR) in its seventeenth 
report (March 2005) in a review of international hu-
man rights instruments. In that report, the JCHR voiced 
concern that the UK’s reservation left children with a 
lower level of protection in relation to a range of rights 
unrelated to their immigration status. 

• FRANCE - Six French aid workers who late last year 
were convicted in Chad for attempted kidnapping of 
103 local children but later were extradited to France 
were sentenced by a court near Paris to eight years in 
prison. The court reportedly did not examine the evi-
dence in the case, but reinstated the sentence imposed 

by a Chadian court, without the hard labor (TIME, 28 
January 2008). 

• BELGIUM - Worldwide debate continues over Bel-
gium’s resort to prison sentences to enforce a polio vac-
cine requirement (Associated Press, 12 March 2008). 

• FRANCE/world - Reporting for National Public Ra-
dio (26 January 2008) on the work of GAMS, the French 
Women’s Association for the Abolition of Sexual Mu-
tilations, Sylvia Poggioli noted that last year the law in 
France was toughened: “It’s now illegal for any girl who 
lives in France to be sexually mutilated whether it hap-
pens in France or not, whether the girl is a citizen or not. 
Doctors are obligated to report cases they discover, and 
parents can be prosecuted for neglect, even if they say 
it was done somewhere else, without their knowledge.”

• ROMANIA - In a move criticized by Human Rights 
Watch and others, on 13 February Senators in Romania 
voted to outlaw gay marriage, amending a law that since 
1953 had defined marriage as “between spouses”.

• POLAND - On 26 September 2007, the ECtHR dis-
missed an appeal by  Poland in a case in which Lesbi-
an, Gay,  Bisexual  and  Transgender  (LGBT) activists 
from Poland successfully challenged a mayoral ban on 
an LGBT Equality Parade in Warsaw. The court ruled 
that the ban was illegal and discriminatory as it vio-
lated the right to organize public gatherings.

• HUNGARY - The High Commissioner of the Hungar-
ian Police responded last September to Amnesty Inter-
national’s letter outlining concerns about the reported 
failure of the police to protect participants from attacks 
by counter-demonstrators during and after the previ-
ous Budapest Pride March. Recognizing that “during 
the march the participants indeed became victims of 
smaller or larger scale of violence and harassment”, the 
High Commissioner gave a detailed account of all the 
measures taken by the police to guarantee their free-
dom of assembly, association and expression.

• GERMANY - Prison garb is becoming fashionable in 
Berlin, reports Kirsten Grieshaber (Associated Press, 
22 February). The entrepreneur involved claims he 
gives 3 to 5 percent of every sale to “prisoner-related 
charities, among them Amnesty International and the 
German Initiative against Death Penalty”.

• 27 EUROPEAN COUNTRIES/Texas - Last sum-
mer, as the 400th execution in Texas since the 1976 
reinstatement of the death penalty approached, all 27 
EU Member States issued an official plea to Governor 
Perry, who responded in a prepared statement: “Two 
hundred and thirty years ago, our forefathers fought a 
war to throw off the yoke of a European monarch and 
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Belgian Impressions
by Elsie DeLaere

26 August 2007 - “I just got home from a lot of traveling this summer, including in Belgium, 
and want to get back to you about my comments regarding my country (I still hold citizenship 
there even though I’ve lived in the US for 26 years).

My comments relate mainly to the general atmosphere in Flanders where I am from. I just feel 
that intolerance of the “other”, especially the Muslim population, whether they be Belgian 
citizens themselves or recent immigrants, has been steadily rising over the past ten years, and it 
worries me deeply. Given some of the incidents in the last year or so involving attacks on black 
and Muslim people and the growth in popularity of a group such as “Vlaams Belang” ([Flem-
ish Interest], formerly “Vlaams Blok”), I fear more racial/cultural/religious-based attacks may 
cause some serious problems in the years to come.

I have noticed that even some of the more affluent and highly educated people are quietly sup-
porting the far right group. I talked about these things with a school acquaintance of mine who 
is mayor of a small town in Flanders and has her finger on the pulse of what is happening politi-
cally, and she confirmed the same worries.  Interestingly enough, she told me this summer that 
while so many people would like to “get rid” of the Muslim population and other immigrants, 
Belgium will actually need those very people to fill jobs in the near future as there’s been a real 

Elsie DeLaere is a volunteer 
in AIUSA’s Country Special-
ist Program, working on an-
other part of the world. Her 
colleague, Benelux Country 
Specialist Mollie Schmidt, 
solicited these observations 
& reflections from her last 

summer; obviously, they are 
personal ones, not the views 

of Amnesty International.

gain the freedom of self-determination. While we re-
spect our friends in Europe, Texans are doing just fine 
governing Texas.” 

Afterward, Le Monde decried the meager American 
reaction to the execution. Commenting that in Europe 
international law has moved beyond petty vengeance, 
Der Spiegel asked, when will America catch up? 
Spain’s Diario Vasco observed rather generously, how 
bizarre that a country “with a high degree of political 
and cultural sophistication” should preserve “penalties 
that shock the civilized world“.

• POLAND/ITALY/EU/UN - On 7 December, the new 
Polish government lifted previous government’s objec-
tion to a “European Day Against the Death Penalty” 
to be held every 10 October. Abolition was already a 
pre-requisite for joining the EU, but Poland’s previous 
government had in September resisted the decision of 
the rest of EU Member States. Pressed forward by Italy 
in particular, the EU in November helped to obtain a 
non-binding UN General Assembly resolution against 
capital punishment.

• FRANCE - On the European Day against the Death 
Penalty, France ratified Protocol 13 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights, which “abolishes the 
death penalty in all circumstances”, even in war-time.

• SWITZERLAND - Last year the National Assem-
bly voted in favor of granting police the power — to 
be be written into the law on acceptable use of force 

— to use electro-shock “Taser” weapons during forced 
expulsions of irregular migrants. Attempts failed to 
prohibit the use of dogs and shackling the ankles of 
migrants being expelled, although the use of tranquil-
lizing drugs was prohibited.  AI-Switzerland issued a 
statement characterizing the decision as “absolutely 
unacceptable” and demanding an independent inquiry 
into the possible risks of such weapons.

• SPAIN - In September AI-Spain publicly called on
the  government to regulate the use of “Taser” weapons 
by law enforcement  agencies, and for their  acquisition  
to  be  suspended until their effects have been assessed 
properly.

• FRANCE - The French distributor of Tasers lost a 
suit it filed against Amnesty International for issuing a 
paper critical of their safety (Reuters, 1 March 2008).

• UK - The Guardian (15 February 2008) reported that 
Court documents in the BAE bribery case indicated 
that Saudi Arabia’s rulers threatened to make it easier 
for terrorists to attack London unless corruption inves-
tigations by the Serious Fraud Office into their arms 
deals were halted (they were).

• FRANCE/China/world - According to press reports 
(5 April 2008), the head of the French National Olym-
pic Committee has ruled out allowing athletes to wear 
a badge at the Beijing Games that reads “For a Better 
World”.
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drop in population growth and the country is facing having to “maintain” an increasingly larger 
group of older and retired people.

People I know who have lived in immigrant-heavy parts of Flanders like Antwerp and certain 
parts of Ghent complain of attacks against them from immigrants too. I was astonished to hear 
that a person I know, who is a student in Ghent and is a very tolerant young man, has been 
harassed enough so that he has taken up a defense sport. Another friend, living in Antwerp 
became increasingly hateful of Muslim men as she was subjected to their overly sexual com-
ments and stares, (not that other men don’t do that of course), and a friend of mine who lives 
in Brussels and is quite wealthy declared some years ago that she could care less if they burned 
down entire buildings housing Muslim families. Hard to hear those stories from someone I 
judged to be tolerant.

There seems such an incredible divide and no one is really safe. The ban on guns has resulted 
in wielding knives as the weapon of choice. The Belgian police have always been notoriously 
brutal, especially when it comes to “foreigners”. From reading the yearly human rights reports, 
I can tell they haven’t changed much since I left Belgium in 1981. The army, as small as it is, 
is notorious for its Aryan membership.

I recommend Hochchild’s book, King Leopold’s Ghost, which will “enlighten” you a bit about 
Belgians. This incredible brutal story of colonialism is still, last time I checked with teacher 
friends, not mentioned in the history books. Considering the Belgian government has tried to 
obliterate knowledge of that period from history, it’s certainly for a reason.

Belgium is one small and interesting country. The thing that gives me the most hope is that 
many of the people I know since I’m a young teenager are very aware of the fascistic trend in 
groups like the aforementioned and are willing to protest and march in support of tolerance and 
condemnation of violence. …

“EU security makes Belgian 
instability harmless,” posits 
New York Times columnist 
Roger Cohen, who, like the 
editor of Raoul, has lived in  
Belgium and is fond of it. 
“In their grumpy way,” he 
says, “Belgians — a major-
ity Dutch-speaking, many 
French-speaking and a few 
German-speaking — have 
been posing a delicate ques-
tion: does postmodern Eu-
rope, where even tiny states 
feel secure, really need a me-
dium-small nation cobbled 
together in 1830 whose vari-
ous communities dislike one 
another?” 

- “A Surreal State”, 
17 December 2007

* new task* new task
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EURAN  action updates:
• Italy - Hostility toward Roma - Following new incidents of 
arson and other violence in May against Romani settlements 
in the context of harsh anti-Roma and anti-immigrant rhetoric 
by some Italian authorities, EURAN participants are calling 
on the Italian authorities to refrain from engaging in stigma-
tizing speeches against Roma persons, and to take all neces-
sary measures to provide protection to the Roma community 
and ease inclusion. We are asking them to ensure that thor-
ough, independent and impartial investigations are conducted 
into each attack on Romani persons and property carried out 
by non-state actors and state actors, and that those affected by 
the attacks are given adequate access to reparations.

• Slovakia - Segregation of Roma in Education - Separate 
and Unequal: Violations of the right to education of Romani 
children in Slovakia was launched in mid-November 2007 in 
Bratislava and followed by extensive membership action. We 
called for letters to the European Commission about the need 
for a comprehensive and cohesive EU strategy on Roma is-
sues that should contain relevant community policies towards 
eliminating inequalities, alleviating poverty, promoting so-
cial inclusion of Romani communities, and assisting Member 
States in their international obligations to ensure the full re-
alization of the rights of Roma. Since Member State respon-
sibility cannot be avoided, European Union Regional Action 
Network participants continue to write to Slovakia about in-
adequate education of Romani children, looking for a clear 
and unequivocal commitment by the Government of Slovakia 
to work towards eradication of segregated education of Roma 
in all its forms, including in Roma-only schools and special 
schools for children with physical and mental disabilities. In 
January Amnesty International received a detailed and exten-
sive — but disturbing — reply from the Slovak Deputy Prime 
Minister for Human Rights and National Minorities. The In-
ternational Secretariat has sent a response to the Deputy Prime 
Minister, reiterating our concerns, putting our recommenda-
tions on each issue into context, and offering some elabora-
tions regarding “misunderstandings”. EURAN members sent 
similar letters to the Plenipotentiary of the Slovak Govern-
ment for Roma Communities, expressing dismay about deep-
rooted discrimination against Roma. 

In January, at the London Embassy of the Slovak Republic, 
International Secretariat staff met with Slovak representa-
tives, who handed over a letter from their Minister of Foreign 
Affairs in response to Amnesty’s joint letter — with the Euro-
pean Roma Rights Center, Milan Šimeèka Foundation, Open 
Society Institute-Brussels and Roma Education Fund — sent 
on the occasion of Slovakia assuming the Chair of the Com-
mittee of Ministers of the Council of Europe. In order to con-
tinue assisting the strengthening of Romani activists and local 
NGOs, creating a network for campaigning and advocacy, AI 
organized a roundtable with NGOs in Bratislava in April to 
review strategy and identify any possibilities of cooperation 
at the national level (see page 22). Also in April, AI delegates 

attended the Council of Europe conference in Bratislava on 
Education and Training of Roma, organized by the Govern-
ment of Slovakia under their chairmanship of the Committee 
of Ministers at CoE, and held in Bratislava. 

Several AI sections have undertaken postcard actions since 
last November. In February AI-Denmark’s Working Group 
for Children sent to the Deputy Prime Minister of Slovakia a 
petition with nearly 2000 signatures that it had been collecting 
since International Children’s Day. Also that month, AI-UK’s 
Human Rights Action Centre screened for discussion the film 
“Pavee Lackeen”, played by a mostly non-professional cast of 
Irish Travellers. Various sections focused their International 
Roma Day actions on Slovakia (8 April). 

• Slovenia - “Erased” - 26 February marked the 16th anniver-
sary of the “erasure” by Slovenian authorities of 18,305 per-
sons who were made “invisible” through their illegal removal 
from the national registry of permanent residents. They were 
mainly people from other former Yugoslav republics (non-
ethnic Slovenes, including a large number of Roma) who had 
been living in Slovenia and had not applied for, or had been 
refused, Slovenian citizenship in 1991 and 1992. Their iden-
tity documents were confiscated.

In January AI-Slovenia and AI-Sweden sent additional letters 
to the Prime Minister about the situation of the “erased”. In 
a letter to the EU Council of Ministers on the February an-
niversary, Amnesty International called on EU institutions 
and Member States to live up to their collective responsibility 
for the protection of human rights and ensure that the Slove-
nian government handles this ongoing human rights violation 
properly.   

“This continuous breach of the rights of such a large num-
ber of people really casts a shadow over the country currently 
leading the EU”, said Natalia Alonso, then Acting Director of 
Amnesty’s EU Office. “It is time for the Slovenian Govern-
ment to acknowledge and redress these violations.” 

The victims continue to suffer the consequences of their “era-
sure”. Many are left with no legal status inside and outside 
Slovenia and some have become stateless. Access to schools, 
housing and health is also a problem. The lack of political will 
to solve this problem casts doubt on Slovenia’s commitment 
to human rights at a crucial moment when it holds the EU 
presidency. It also violates the essence of the EU as a space of 
freedom, justice and security. 

The Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights and 
the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
have both considered that the “erasure” was illegal and a vio-
lation of human rights – in character and in ongoing negative 
effects. The Slovenian Constitutional Court has also ruled ac-
cordingly on two different occasions. However, the Govern-
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ment has neither acknowledged nor provided redress for these 
violations. Currently it has drafted a special constitutional law 
that would provide a cover of legality to the act of “erasure”. 

Having called on the Slovenian authorities several times to 
“address this problem seriously and decisively”, Amnesty In-
ternational reiterated its call on the Council, the Commission 
and the Parliament to obtain a clear commitment from the Slo-
venian authorities to do so. The most crucial and urgent steps 
in this direction: withdraw the draft constitutional law con-
cerning the “erased”; publicly acknowledge historic responsi-
bility in the “erasure” as an illegal act and violation of human 
rights; guarantee that any measure adopted to deal with this 
problem is in compliance with the decisions and opinions of 
the Slovenian Constitutional Court and international human 
rights bodies.  

• Estonia - Linguistic Minorities - At least two AIUSA 
EURAN participants received replies last fall from the Es-
tonian Minister of Education & Research. They were asked 
to thank him for the detailed response and to ask for recon-
sideration of the latest amendments to the Law on Language 
granting more powers to the Language Inspectorate and for 
introduction of more proactive approaches to linguistic in-
tegration, such as free Estonian language courses for unem-
ployed persons, rather than discriminatory, punitive, and ul-
timately alienating measures such as those carried out by the 
Language Inspectorate.

As Doudou Diene, the UN special rapporteur on contempo-
rary forms of racism and xenophobia, prepared for an autumn 
visit to the Baltic states, AI sent him 10-page briefing outlin-
ing our concerns about Estonia and other relevant countries. 
Also visiting the Baltics in September, Council of Europe 
Parliamentary Assembly President van der Linden said that 
Estonia was being too slow to grant full citizenship rights to 
the ethnic Russians that make up about a third of the popula-
tion. “I expressed my concerns on this situation and I hope 
sincerely that the government will push this forward,” he told 
journalists at the conclusion of his visit. Van der Linden said 
that Latvia also needs to do more to improve the situation with 
mostly Russian non-citizens. “The Council of Europe cannot 
accept that 16 percent of the population in a country is state-
less,” he said at a press conference during his stay there.

• Greece - Human Trafficking - On 14 December, a letter 
was sent to the new Greek Minister of Justice, reiterating AI’s 
concerns regarding the situation of trafficked women and girls 
according to the report, Greece: Uphold the rights of women 
and girls trafficked for sexual exploitation, launched on 12 
June 2007. Representatives of AI-Greece had a constructive 
meeting on 7 March 2008 with the Secretary General of the 
Ministry of Justice and President of the Inter-Ministerial Com-
mittee against human trafficking, to hand over signatures from 
Amnesty International’s petitions regarding human trafficking 
in Greece and to discuss our recommendations offered in the 
report. AI-Greece was informed that a legal team of the Min-

istry of Justice is working on the amendments that have to be 
made to the Greek Penal Code in order for Greece to ratify the 
Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking 
in Human Beings. The authorities requested that AI submit 
its suggested concrete amendments to the Penal Code. AI-
Greece informed the Justice Ministry Secretary General about 
the current project of Amnesty and Greek NGOs to prepare as 
well a draft document of guidelines to assist border guards, 
other law enforcement officials, and judicial personnel in bet-
ter identification of victims of human trafficking. Requesting 
the document as soon as possible, the Secretary General said 
he would support and disseminate it. 

AI-Greece held an awareness-raising event on International 
Women’s Day (8 March).

On 10 March AI wrote a letter to the President of the Inter-
Ministerial committee working against trafficking in human 
beings, outlining concerns that the NGO KLIMAKA is threat-
ened with closure after the termination of funding. KLIMA-
KA is a non-governmental organization that provides services 
to trafficked women, including safe accommodation and sup-
port. It also has developed research & educational material for 
health care professionals, social workers and police officers. 

• Spain - Police - Amnesty International’s report on police 
ill-treatment, Spain, Adding insult to injury: The effective 
impunity of police officers in cases of torture and other ill-
treatment, was launched at a press conference in Madrid on 
14 November 2007 (see page 74). A joint AI-Spain/Interna-
tional Secretariat delegation met with various Spanish author-
ities,  including  the Minister of the Interior, the High Judicial 
Council, and the autonomous Catalan Secretary of Interior, 
and were given some concrete commitments from the Spanish  
and Catalan authorities.

• Spain - Violence against Women - In spite of the posi-
tive legal framework provided by the “Comprehensive Law 
on Gender Violence” (which entered completely into force 
in June 2005), and the measures (made public on 15 Decem-
ber 2006) of state intervention in the health sector regarding 
violence against women, there are still many obstacles that 
impede proper protection of the human rights of women vic-
tims of gender-based violence, reducing the positive effects 
of the Comprehensive Law. Many of the concerns discussed 
in the report, More rights, but obstacles remain — including 
need for political will and resources — persist. Since Amnesty 
International’s concerted action on this subject began, particu-
larly in the second half of last year, several measures — mostly 
aligned with AI’s recommendations — have been announced 
by the Spanish government, but are either still vague or in 
early stages of implementation, so AI-Spain will continue to 
monitor the situation.

• Hungary - Violence Against Women - There was lively 
reaction to last year’s launch by AI-Hungary of the report, 
Hungary: Cries unheard: The failure to protect women from 
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RESOURCES (assorted suggestions, not endorsements) :

• On 13 February 2008, the European Commission published its Gen-
eral Report on the Activities of the European Union 2007, reviewing 
the activities of the Commission and the other European Community 
institutions, and presenting an overview of trends and events in the 
EU last year. Published in 22 official EU languages, the 250-page 
report is at <http://europa.eu/generalreport/en/welcome.htm>. 

• FRIDE (Fundación para las Relaciones Internacionales y el Diálogo 
Exterior), a “European Think Tank for Global Action” based in 
Madrid, has a human rights section <www.fride.org>. Réalités 
Européennes du Présent <www.r-e-p.org> is a think-tank founded 
in 1967 and headquartered in Belgium — une association engagée 
dans la réflexion sur la construction de l’Europe, son passé, sa raison 
d’être, son avenir. Referring to itself as “the first pan-European think 
tank”, the European Council on Foreign Relations <www.ecfr.eu> 
has offices in Berlin, London, Madrid, Paris, Rome and Warsaw “in 
order to promote a more integrated European foreign policy”.

• An assessment of EU impact beyond its borders is presented by 
Stephan Keukeleire and Jennifer MacNaughtan in The Foreign 
Policy of the European Union (Palgrave Macmillan, UK <www.
palgrave.com>, “The European Union Series”, 2008, 374 pp, ISBN 
978-1-4039-4722-2).

• For a glimpse of attitudes on a variety of habits and topics, in-
cluding human rights issues, L’opinion européenne en 2008 (ninth 
edition in a series) is edited by Dominique Reynié, professor at the 
Institut d’Études Politiques in Paris (Editions Lignes de Repères, 
Paris, 2008, 239 pp, ISBN 978-2-915752-33-5).

• Hector Olasolo, a Utrecht University law professor, informs us 
of his new publication, Unlawful Attacks in Combat Situations: 
From the ICTY’s Case Law to the Rome Statute (Brill Publishers, 
2008, International Humanitarian Law Series 18, 320 pp., ISBN 
978-90-04-16200-6).  
 

• The Netherlands Red Cross organized in The Hague the first national 
“International Humanitarian Law Competition”, in which teams from 
Dutch universities and military academies were invited to put their 
IHL knowledge into practice. FMI: <www.rodekruis.nl>.

• In December AI-UK hosted the launch in Britain of Poems from 
Guantánamo: The Detainees Speak, compiled by Mark Falkoff, the 
lawyer of 17 Guantánamo detainees. The book had been presented 
already by several AIUSA EURAN groups at public events. Al-
though Amnesty International is not promoting the personal views 
of the writers, it does believe that it is important for the stories of 
men detained without charge or trial at Guantánamo to be told in 
their own words, so AI is supporting the project in the context of 
its global “Counter Terror with Justice” campaign.

• A documentary, “Beyond Torture: The Gulag of Pitesti, Romania”, 
produced by Mr. Alan Hartwick, premiered in Michigan last June 
and was launched in Romania on the United Nations International 
Day In Support of Victims of Torture (26 June), according to an 
announcement from the ICAR Foundation in Bucharest.

• Witness has produced a film called “Equal Access: Integrated 
Education for Romani Children in Bulgaria” (2007).

• AI-France has produced a Control Arms football sponsored by 
international French player Lilian Thuram with his signature. 

rape and sexual violence in the home. Media coverage was 
extensive, and one prominent MP from the minority party in 
Hungary’s governing coalition promptly brought the issue to 
Parliament, calling for everything Amnesty International had 
recommended in the report. Meanwhile a Ministry of Justice 
& Law Enforcement spokesperson mentioned that the Penal 
Code would be reviewed because of traumatizing effects on 
women. A standard response letter from the Chief of the Hun-
garian National Police to members of AI-UK provided a list of 
measures taken with regard domestic violence in general but 
did not actually mention “rape” or “sexual violence”.

The Chair of the Hungarian Association of Gynaecologists  
responded to the action taken by Amnesty International’s 
Health Professionals Network, recognizing the validity of 
AI’s concerns and committing to draw the attention of Hun-
garian Gynaecologists to the issue by issuing guidelines for 
examination of women survivors of rape and by distributing 
WHO’s Guidelines for medico-legal care for victims of sexual 
violence (2003) among members of the association. AI-Hun-
gary is following up with the Association in this regard. 

On 5 December 2007, representatives of the Government of 
Hungary met with non-governmental organizations, including 
Amnesty International, to discuss the introduction of a proto-
col for survivors of sexual violence in the home. 

• Northern Ireland - Accountability - AI’s UK team visited 
Northern Ireland in February to be brought up to date with the 
latest developments there, including ongoing failures of ac-
countability for deaths and human rights violations in the con-
text of the “Troubles”. Staff also wanted to learn more about 
the process by which a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland 
is being drafted. They attended a seminar, “Accountability in 
transition”, organized by British Irish Rights Watch, that fo-
cussed on issues arising from the devolution of the criminal 
justice system from Westminster to Northern Ireland; mecha-
nisms of accountability for the police service; and the legacy 
of past cases of human rights violations in Northern Ireland. 
Staff considered the seminar to be “particularly helpful in 
connection with our work on inquiries into allegations of col-
lusion between the UK government and paramilitary forces in 
Northern Ireland, in particular, our longstanding work on the 
case of Patrick Finucane and support of his family’s campaign 
for an independent & impartial inquiry to take place into his 
killing. As readers of Raoul will recall, we have joined the 
family in opposing the government’s proposal to hold such 
an inquiry under the Inquiries Act 2005, which we consider 
would be incapable of delivering the independent and impar-
tial investigation that is needed.
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AIUSA’s EU Coordination Group (Joseph Brozi in Virginia, 
Glen Camp in Rhode Island, Christian Hicks in Washington 
DC, Cynthia Irvin in North Carolina, Thesil Morlan in Maine, 
Mollie Schmidt in Maine, and Richard Sloane in Maryland) now 
ostensibly covers the 27 member states of the European Union, 
including their external enclaves & territories; any current ac-
cession countries; and Switzerland, Norway, and Iceland.

Information cutoff date for this quadruple issue: 30 May 2008

Thesil and Raoul welcome suggestions.

PERSONS:

• Nicolas Beger, former director of the European Peace Build-
ing Liaison Office, is the new head of the Amnesty Interna-
tional EU office in Brussels, taking over from Dick Oosting, 
now with the International Centre for Transitional Justice.

• In addition to his regular career as a filmmaker, EURAN par-
ticipant Jordi Torrent is working with the Alliance of Civi-
lizations (http://www.unaoc.org), particularly on a Media Lit-
eracy Education project (http://www.aocmedialiteracy.org).

• Among the more than 100,000 Jews saved from Nazi exter-
mination by Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg was Hun-
garian-born Tom Lantos, the Congressional Human Rights 
Caucus founder who died in February.  “Congressman Lan-
tos began his career in the House in 1980 by extending US 
citizenship to Raoul Wallenberg,” commented AIUSA Execu-
tive Director Larry Cox. “Lantos took to heart Wallenberg’s 
example — that one person, even in the face of unbearable 
obstacles, can make a difference. … The United States has 
lost an extraordinary champion for human rights whose com-
mitment to justice and ending suffering gave support and hope 
to the voiceless and powerless worldwide. For three decades, 
Congressman Lantos was a forceful voice for vulnerable peo-
ple on every continent. He spoke out and worked tirelessly to 
end injustice because it was the right thing to do, not because 
it was politically useful for him. Congressman Lantos’ life ex-
perience as a Holocaust survivor was a powerful reminder to
the world of the stakes of remaining silent in the face of injus-
tice and tyranny.
	 “… Congressman Lantos worked to bring an end to 
anti-Semitism and to abuses against religious minorities ev-
erywhere. He was among the first members of Congress to 
highlight abuses against gays and lesbians and worked to pre-
vent discrimination against them. He … pressed for actions 
to stop the killings [in Darfur]. He insisted on accountability 
& transparency and supported the declassification of docu-
ments relating to US involvement in Latin America during the 
1980s. He advocated for greater [HIV/AIDS] funding and led 
efforts to end violence against women internationally.
	 “Amnesty International USA will miss Congressman 
Lantos as a steadfast ally in Congress for the human rights 
movement. …”

TRANSITION, May 1948 – May 2008:

• During a commemorative speech at Montigny-les-Metz on 
7 May, Paul Collowald, president of the Robert Schuman As-
sociation, former journalist, and former director-general of the 
European institutions, spoke of the heritage of Robert Schu-
man and of “European ambition”. He recalled the month of 
May 1948 and the first European Congress of The Hague, 
where the main desire was putting a stop to “war, fear and 
poverty”, and where a series of concrete proposals for the 
future of Europe emerged, including the idea of a Conven-
tion on Human Rights, the College of Europe in Bruges, and 
the Council of Europe. Despite resounding progress on many 
fronts, Mr Collowald expressed regret that the ambition to 
“remove poverty” enshrined in the Lisbon Strategy is far from 
being achieved. 

Returning to The Hague on 23 and 24 May of this year, the 
European Movement intended to do more than celebrate the 
60th anniversary of the historic post-war Congress. “‘Building 
the Europe of Tomorrow Together’ is the subject of a genuine 
dialogue between the generations and between representatives 
of civil society, and of European institutions, in order to put 
participative democracy into practice. … Europe is not an end 
in itself …” (press release, 9 May).

One of the ideas under discussion in The Hague this time was 
a suggestion by the president of the European Movement, Pat 
Cox, to set up a “poverty, human rights vigilance committee” 
at the Council in order to monitor what is done in the Euro-
pean institutions to meet the Lisbon European Council objec-
tives for 2010. 

European Commission President José Manuel Barroso, also 
a member of the European Movement in Portugal, expressed 
confidence in Europe’s future: “We need all our institutions, 
a common culture taken from broad diversity and a non-iden-
tifying identity, namely an identity that is open to others. Eu-
rope’s vocation is to be global, proposing its values, based on 
governance, freedom and solidarity, to the world.” 

A.P. (Anneke) Daalder - Neukircher
Den Haag, 1928 – Den Haag, 2007

This issue is respectfully dedicated to the memory of 
Anneke Daalder, a regular reader of Raoul who offered 
steady moral support to its editor. She felt a special kin-
ship with Anne Frank because of their similar names 
and experiences. As a child in the early 1940s, Anneke 
and her sister and their recently widowed mother fled 
with harrowing difficulty from Holland through Bel-
gium and France to eventual refuge in Switzerland. In 
recent years, concerned that certain perspectives were 
fading, she balanced her painful memories with visits to 
schools to talk about the life of Anne Frank in context of 
past ordeals and future hopes.


