The Future of Human Rights in the New Eurasia: Can a new commitment to human rights develop in the new Eurasia? by Vaclav Trojan 
Gerard Janco: What are the biggest challenges to human rights in the new Eurasia?

Vaclav Trojan: The biggest challenge to human rights is simply the collapse of the largest superpower in the world. The collapse is visible wherever you look around the post-Soviet society. Normal citizens see that their industries do not work and that in agriculture there are troubles. The transportation sector, and indeed the whole infrastructure, is in catastrophic decline. The financial system generates such incredible inflation that people have lost their life savings. Moreover, he or she sees that a large part of the society is influenced by different forms corruption, the mafia or government officials who take bribes.

The collapse is not only that of a former superpower but also the death of the Communist ideology, which proclaimed for 70 years to create the best social system. This system, built by the scientific methods of Marxist-Leninist principles, promised a beautiful affluent future. Inside this pink-colored ideological envelope was political terror, corruption, and an incredible waste of material resources and human intellect. For many people life under communism represents still a better life then the current state of affairs filled with insecurity, criminality, and the collapse of government and state institutions.

These citizens have had no experience with real democracy or the fruits of a productive free market system. Freedom is always something you value if you really experience it, when it brings order, prosperity, and a rule of law to a society which respects an individual's human rights. There a number of citizens who want to go back to the cage, as a rabbit returns after being accustomed to living within the space of the cage. In the cage you have no freedom, but you have the feeling of security and some food every day.

Speaking with people from the former Soviet Union, you find most of them are simply resigned to the future. Yet, anyone knows that the quality of the society has drastically improved since Gorbachev's "glasnost" began nearly ten years ago, deglorifying the Communist past and revealing the truth about the Gulag labor camps. Everyone knows that about 80 million people died during Stalin's dictatorship. Yet, people only feel the present troubles in their lives and they do not feel the benefits which have resulted from democratic change.

So it is just not a nostalgia for the past, but the inability of democrats to govern so complex a society or to highlight the positive changes that have occurred as a result of democratic reforms: freedom of speech, assembly, and religion; the development of a multiparty system; private ownership of land and resources; and greater consumer choices in the marketplace, etc.

It is this phenomenon that is the most dangerous. The inability of the citizenry to see long-term benefits coupled with the belief that the concept of the Western model of democracy and market economics has failed. This is the biggest challenge to human rights during this time of transition.

I am not surprised by the victory of the communists in the recent elections under these conditions. However, the present communists are not completely identical with the previous ones. I am also not surprised by Zhirinovsky's success. His simple promises and arrogance make him look very attractive for a number of people. In such a situation we cannot expect a mature appreciation of human rights and democracy. Tensions and social neurosis are magnifying intolerance, racism, and xenophobia.

Another problem is the internal struggle of regions within the Russian Federation. It is not just Chechnya; Chechnya is the tip of the iceberg visible to the outside world. Russia has about 200 national minorities living in an expansive territory from St. Petersburg to Vladivostok. One of the major problems is that with the collapse of infrastructure, transportation and communications, it is naive to hope that you can build democracy and a free market economy for the entire country.

On the other hand, I feel that the West has lost a big chance to demonstrate the value of democracy. The dream of a unified Europe is over. People see Russia, Ukraine, and a number of other nations from the former Soviet Union returning to a period of isolationism. In such an environment, one can expect a new nationalism that will be detrimental by promoting ethnic animosities, as in the former Yugoslavia. I still hope that Europe and the United States can prevent this tragedy from occurring. By supporting a large number of positive projects - exchanges of students, economic and political leaders, joint-ventures, etc. - there is a foundation for a greater understanding of working with the West for a positive future. If such help would be successful, it would be positive for both sides as Russia and the post-Soviet countries represent a fantastic market, source of raw materials, human ingenuity, and can create valuable products. If Russia experiences further economic problems, this great opportunity will be lost, resulting in a future filled with suffering and abuse of human rights will result. Highlighting the positive aspects of democratic change is important.

GJ: How can the right of minorities be protected in the new nations of Eurasia, particularly in the former republics of the Soviet Union? Can minority rights be guaranteed in the new nations of former Yugoslavia or will separation of minorities and ethnic cleansing continue? Is the new Balkan Peace Plan able to protect ethnic minorities?

VT: Ethnic conflict emerged and exploded as one of the most dangerous phenomenons at the end of this millennium. Somehow, it is connected with the lost of identity of individuals in a post-modem society toward allegiance to the concept of a nation state composed of ethnic groups. It represents the breakdown of such a state into smaller entities which rely on a new form of nationalism bordering on tribalism. Such forms of nationalism become dangerous when they fail to respect or guarantee the rights of ethnic minorities which have existed within their boundaries.

The ideology and the foundations which held together the concept of the Soviet and Yugoslav states had failed. These states promoted the concept of multicultural coexistence of peoples to ensure domination by the Communist party. The disintegration of these multinational and multiethnic states have created an incredibly complex situation. We must recognize two basic problems: the coexistence of culturally and ethnically different minorities and the creation of a new legal model for coexistence, as well as the protection of the rights of citizens of former federations in newly created states.

There are many obstacles which promote feelings of animosity and insecurity for ethnic minorities (for example the Serbs in Croatia or the Armenians in Nagorny Karabach). It seems that in Eurasia the breakdown of federations is at the heart of the problem. The new nations that have emerged must respect and guarantee the rights of ethnic minorities as a goal of avoiding ethnic conflict and building truly free societies.

In Western Europe we have relatively homogenous nation states unlike the multinational and multiethnic mosaic states of the East. But can one dream of a nationally homogenous Croatia, Bosnia, or Russia? Not without raising the specter of ethnic cleansing and a mass migration of political refugees.

The situation in the Czech Republic is more simple than in Bosnia, yet we still have a problem with citizenship. It continues to be a source of discrimination against Slovak minorities in the Czech Republic or for that matter against Gypsies in Slovakia. Thus, despite the success of a peaceful "velvet divorce" questions of discrimination of ethnic minorities still remain and need to be eliminated by enacting new laws.

Recently I visited Crimean Tartars in the Ukraine and found a very similar problem. Many of them cannot succeed in obtaining Ukrainian citizenship. The Crimean citizens (mainly Russian), who hate them, conduct pogroms against the Tartars. We can expect the problem of citizenship in Bosnia to be even worse. This will be a great task for international institutions to resolve, let alone the repatriation of political refugees. Resolution of citizenship is perhaps one of the most important issues to resolve. The ideal solution would be to grant dual citizenship which would make people free to exist within the area of the country which has been their homeland, yet this is highly unrealistic since a new nation demands singularity of allegiance from its citizenry. We must carefully observe the conditions of citizenship offered to people from disintegrated states. It is a very complex legal problem which could lead to reverse discrimination, such as those measures enacted against Russian minorities in the Baltic states. A simplified legal model could guarantee a minimum package of basic human and civic rights guaranteed to ethnic minorities living in within these nations. I believe there will be a number of problems that will arise during the implementation of the Balkan Peace Plan.

GJ: Has the United States lost its leadership on human rights issues after failing to censure Chinese violations or by moving slowly on war crimes in Bosnia?

VT: I do not think the United States has lost its leadership. I think it is absurd to speak about leadership in human rights by any one state. We should rather speak about the role of people, activists, and state institutions in this process. In this way I admire the human rights movement in the United States as one of the most powerful and respected in the world. Yet I am sorry to see that the American people did not pressure their government not to make compromises in foreign relations, for instance, after the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre or when the boat refugees from Cuba who risked their lives to sail to America were sent back.

In a similar way I am disappointed with the way that the Czech people tolerate the way their government discriminates against the Gypsies. We should not ignore human rights situations in Bosnia, Cuba, or China.

I am pleased that the United States government finally reacted to the genocide and war crimes that were occurring in Bosnia. However, we must bring war criminals to justice if we are to prevent future war criminals from acting without impunity. I am also pleased that President Havel has visited Sarajevo and that the Czech Republic has sent a military contingent to keep the peace there. Unfortunately many people lost their lives before the world community finally acted.

Human rights are interconnected. One of the basic features of human rights is if there is a violation of those rights in one region or country, it becomes necessary to apply international pressure from the outside to prevent dictators from annihilating the opposition. Amnesty International would not be so powerful if it was represented by only one country.

GJ: What recommendations can the Helsinki Citizen's Assembly (HCA) propose for protecting human rights in these new regions?

VT: The Helsinki Citizen's Assembly was engaged in finding a resolution to the Balkan conflict from the very beginning. There were many recommendations, one of which was to create an international protectorate in Bosnia. HCA also supported the idea of creating an international tribunal for war crimes for conflict in the former Yugoslavia. We sent several humanitarian missions to help people in the Balkans.

In October 1995, the HCA organized a conference in Tuzia, Bosnia where we tried to express solidarity with the people living within Bosnia. We tried to organize lobbying efforts in the European Union institutions and individual member nations of the Helsinki Commission in order to influence their governments for providing humanitarian assistance and political engagement in the peace process.

The HCA organized two resident offices in Bosnia, in Tuzia and Sarajevo, dedicated to monitoring the situation and for coordinating humanitarian assistance and other activities. Without political support of nations and organizations like NATO, human relations organizations alone could not stop this conflict.

According to the HCA's philosophy, the protection of human rights must respect multicultural and multinational coexistence in the area. The Balkan Peace Plan may stop the war but it will be a very painful recovery. Imagine the coexistence of Serbs, Croats, Muslims, and Gypsies in the separated republics of former Yugoslavia. Imagine the problems of refugees, legal problems, and displaced persons. It is essential to create a network of human rights monitoring offices, cooperating with official institutions. We should not forget to carefully observe the role of international military contingents in enforcing order, protecting minorities, and preventing human rights violations.

GJ: Which nations of Eastern Europe have guaranteed human rights of minorities and individuals through their constitutions? Which nations still need to establish guarantees or are not protecting human rights for their citizenry?

VT: I hesitate to make the classification of better or worse nations. I was surprised in a negative sense that, for instance, the Czech Republic, with so high a reputation and ambition in democracy, has become so intolerant of its minorities. The danger of aggression against minorities is higher in the culturally and ethnically more complex and more heterogeneous regions of the former Yugoslavia and the FSU. However this problem is not limited to countries with a communist past or with the lack of experience with democracy - take Turkey with its ethnic problems or the protection of Arab rights in France.

I think the protection of cultural and ethnic minorities is one of the most important issues confronting the new Eurasia. I feel that this problem is just as important as the protection of the environment. It is a big task for the future. The problem of freedom of movement on the one hand, with citizenship and refugee problems on the other, are very complex and sensitive issues. Without international observation and legal inspection, their can be no progress in human rights. I hope the experience of the implementation of the Balkan Peace Plan will give a higher respect to the human rights movement and NGCYs activity in this area in the future.

GJ: What lessons can these nations learn from the Czech and Slovak Republics in terms of peaceful separation and guarantees for ethnic minorities?

VT: The miracle of a peaceful divorce in Czechoslovakia is perhaps possible to explain by the fact that there was a historically fixed and stable border between the Czech and Slovak republics for several hundred years. Also the society was very homogenous - the population was not ethnically mixed. You can observe a similar situation in Slovenia. Czech and Slovak politicians also made a lot of uneasy compromises to achieve a peaceful separation. Yet the essential fact was the total absence of territorial conflicts.

GJ: Give some conclusions on the future state of human relations in the new Eurasia?

VT: It is a big task to answer such a question. Let me make it simple by saying that the problem of human rights in Eurasia is different from problems in the United States or other Western societies. Sometimes I feel that there is a lack of understanding and knowledge on both sides. We should understand that the biggest problem in Eurasia is the socioeconomic situation itself. In such a situation, there are very different priorities than those proclaimed in the rich Western societies. To give an example, some people from the West feel there is a lot of discrimination of women in Eurasia. It is true and it is a problem. The socioeconomic situation of women in Moscow compared to that of Washington differs astronomically. Most people in the United States do not understand that people in Russia and the Ukraine have to work more than one job just to survive.

Many people in Eurasia are sometimes confronted by a number of well-paid experts and advisors from the West who spend a lot of international assistance money on travel tickets between New York and Moscow without a deep understanding and empathy to the internal situation.

Eurasia seems to be a new kind of world. This world is becoming a very complex and unpredictable transition situation. The goals of this transition are not dear enough and it is not possible to understand what should be transferred. The concepts of a Western-style democracy are not always suitable or transferable to nations in Eurasia. Let us hope we can prevent some conflicts in the future. I feel this is the most important goal.

We should not resign or dose the door to new solutions. We must seek to educate the new nations of the East to protect human rights and secure a rule of law. There are several important projects that have worked for promoting and educating lawyers and judges within these nations. I hope that even on the Internet we can share ideas to better understand the real problems in Eurasia to find better solutions for insuring peace for today and for the future.
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