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WE, Romanians, about THEM, the Roma, as seen by President Basescu
Bucharest, 21.12.2010

The Center for Legal Resources brings to the public attention the attitude which continues to be discriminatory
towards the Roma of the Romanian President, Traian Basescu

On 14.12.2010, President Traian Basescu held a press conference on various issues. " In the context of the
recent interview the President gave to the Financial Times? where he had declared that he would not agree
with changing the name of “Roma” to “Gypsy”, a journalist reminded the President that he had also previously
declared that the term “Roma” creates confusion with the term “Romanian”. To this, the President replied:
“That is correct, but this does not mean that we have to change the law. In my opinion, changing the law would
mean that we, as a nation, do not assume the responsibility for a minority which we have. | am not
saying it was all right, in 91 or in 92, when, also through law the name of the minority was changed from
‘Gypsy’ to ‘Roma’, but to change now, also through law and also without asking them, the name from Roma to
Gypsy would be a proof of our cowardice. They are Romanian citizens, they are a minority which lives here
and we have to assume them in an honest manner. It is our primary responsibility, to assume our minorities.
Personally, | have recommended, also yesterday to the alliance not to vote such a law, which would put under
question not only our morality, the assuming by us of a minority which lives in this country, but it would be a
signal of weakness, which we must not send. We assume the minority, we try to do what we have to.” ® (our
translation)

Firstly, the name “Roma” has never been regulated through law. The name itself, pertaining to an ethnic group,
cannot be decided through a law. The idea of closing within the letter of a law the name of an ethnic group is
contrary to the principles of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities to which
Romania is party. According to the Convention, every person belonging to a national minority shall have the
right freely to choose to be treated or not to be treated as such, and consequently, to recognize itself or not in
the name adopted to designate the minority. * Therefore, deciding through a law on the name has as its effect
precisely the breach of the rights of those upon whose name we are regulating.

Secondly, the President operates with a clear distinction between “us” and “they”, the “they” who, although
Romanian citizens, would not be an integral part of the “nation” which is therefore called upon to assume them.
In this context, the assertions from the recent interview for the Financial Times are illustrative for the negative
attributes which these “they” would have in the President’s understanding: “We totally assume the
responsibility for our citizens, which means even for Roma that create problems around Paris, or Rome two
years ago, or in Finland. At the same time we consider that Romania came into the EU not only with [its]
doctors, who are very highly appreciated in France, Italy, Germany, and the UK. Not only with [its] IT people,
who are drained from Romania, together with the doctors. We came in with a Roma minority. And we would be
happy if easch time President Sarkozy sent back a Roma person he would also send a doctor or an IT
specialist.”
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The President also uses a clear distinction between positive and negative, between valuable for a society and
lacking this value, respectively the distinction between the persons with a high qualification on the one hand,
and the Roma persons, on the other. We thus understand that the Romanian President would be happy if the
French President would also send something valuable back, that is, the highly qualified labor force originating
in Romania, aside from the Roma also originating in Romania, and which, it becomes clear by now, represent
a problem.

Such a distinction, aside from a new offense to the dignity of the Roma, has a maximum potential to
legitimate negative feelings towards the Roma in Romania in a context in which, as shown by the last
opinion poll commissioned by the National Council for Combating Discrimination, “prejudice and
intolerance towards the Roma population and sexual minorities are at their highest compared to other
minority groups.” ¢ Such categorization and establishing of clear oppositions, in an identity key along
negative or positive lines, at the level of the message given from the highest position within the state,
calls for parallels of maximum gravity with the history of the Second World War, more precisely with
the premises which have led to the horrors of the Holocaust.

Last but not least, we pose, perhaps, a rhetorical question: when will the National Council for Combating
Discrimination use again the institution of ex-officio investigation in order to sanction such a discriminatory
discourse coming from the highest level in the state, and with a frequency hard to imagine for any other state,
let alone a state member of the European Union? When will the NCCD fulfill its role of crucial institution for the
defense of human rights and human dignity in a society which, still, finds itself on the road towards democracy,
and will act firmly where discrimination, when it appears, has the maximum negative potential, as it spreads
and legitimates from the highest level?

Contact person:
Delia Nita, Anti-discrimination Program Manager, 0729120383 or 0728033480
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