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Ladies and Gentlemen,

The treatment of minority rights issues in the 2008 Progress Report on Croatia has generally not seen a significant improvement in comparison to the last year’s report. Minority issues remain segregated in specific sections and are not effectively mainstreamed throughout the report. Moreover, a degree of analysis of the effects and impacts of relevant policies, laws and government actions are missing. 
We welcome the opportunity for dialogue with civil society created by the Commission Delegation in Croatia in June 2008. I must report, however, that in spite of some 30 participating NGOs no representatives of minority organizations and institutions were in attendance. This cannot constitute effective inclusion and consultation with minority civil society.

The ongoing problems faced by minority communities in Croatia such as the work and transparency of some relevant governmental bodies, underrepresentation of minorities within administrative bodies at different levels and the judiciary along with the issues of political representation of national minorities at different decision-making levels, the obstacles in the work of local national minorities’ councils as well as the lack of implementation of the Constitutional Law on the Rights of National Minorities provisions have been insufficiently addressed in the progress report. 
A number of problems affecting governance and administration in Croatia, although affecting all citizens, have a particular negative impact on persons belonging to national minorities and this should be given due regard in the report. This is in particular the case with the problems in the work of administrative bodies and the state administration reform process.  
The short section on the exercise of cultural rights included in the 2007 Progress Report has been copied into the 2008 report while the sentence referring to the obstacles to the exercise of minority language rights, in particular the problems in the official use of minority language has been omitted. It is unclear why that the reference to this issue considered crucial for the affected minority communities has been left out, the more so since no progress has been achieved in this respect within the reporting period. The language problem refers to either the full implementation of officially recognized bilingual rights or to the issue of introduction of official bilingualism in accordance with relevant national and international standards e.g. the obligations set by the European Charter on Regional or Minority Languages.

The report notes that the financial allocations for the work of minority organizations have increased by 19% in comparison to 2007. This undoubtedly constitutes an act of goodwill of the Government but what remains uncertain is to what extend it is a reflection of the progress in the exercise of key minority rights in the Republic of Croatia. The progress report should have been more analytical in this regard.      
The Report goes on to state that the Action Plan for the Implementation of the Constitutional Law on the Rights of National Minorities has been adopted. Its adoption, undoubtedly, shows that there is a need to strengthen the implementation of the Constitutional Law. Therefore, the adoption of the Action Plan is crucial for the comprehensive and effective implementation of the Constitutional Law and strengthening the rights of national minorities in the Republic of Croatia. The process of the adoption of the Plan, however, was neither transparent nor open to participation of local representatives and councils of national minorities, minority institutions and organizations. Local national minorities’ representatives expressed their disappointment with the fact that they were not informed about the process of drafting and the content of the Action Plan. They have protested the fact that they were neither consulted nor involved in the process of its production. Despite the fact that the Government adopted the Plan almost half a year ago, the Action Plan still bears the confidentiality label and its content is still not publicly available. All of the above points at the limited possibility for participation of minorities in decision-making processes on issues which affect them such as planning, implementation and evaluation of relevant Governmental measures targeting minorities.   
The 2008 Report, like the previous ones, focuses its attention on Serb and Roma minorities while specific issues of interest to other minorities are ignored. This approach must be changed; other minorities facing specific problems and issues, and actively advocating for their resolution must also be given adequate regard.   
In line with the importance of the issue, significant space in the Report is dedicated to minority return issues and obstacles faced by returnees. Without any explanations, the section notes, that the obligation of the Government to assign 1.400 housing units aimed for provision of housing care to former tenancy rights holders in and outside the areas of special state concern has been largely realized. However, according to the UNHCR data from 1st January 2008, the number of housing beneficiaries in 2007 is lower than the one presented in the official Government data: 739 out of 1.000 planned housing units have been assigned to beneficiaries in the areas of special state concern, while there are only 155 out of 400 housing units outside the areas of special state concern provided to the beneficiaries. Despite some positive measures in 2008, the work of the bodies responsible for deciding on housing applications within the legal framework of the existing provision of housing care models remains problematic in many segments.   
The regional process initiated by the Sarajevo Ministerial Declaration on the refugee return is de facto blocked despite specific problems unresolved at regional level. For example, one of the many ignored problems that has been mentioned in our statement at last year’s meeting in the European Parliament refers to the cancellation of contracts on purchase or exchange of real estate concluded between refugees originating from two different successor states, if such contracts had been entered into under pressure or contrary to the provisions of the domestic Civil Code and/or international law. These contracts are annulled in B&H in almost all cases where the lawsuit is initiated, while this is not the case in Croatia, which results in a situation that a party occupying exchanged property in Croatia is recognized as a lawful owner in both states. This problem remains unresolved, although the legal framework for the resolution of such issues exists in the form of the treaty ratified by all former SFRY republics. Yet this issue, crucial for the return process, is ignored in the report.
In the light of what was said above, we urge the European Union, and in particular the Commission, to strengthen its efforts to contribute to the improvement of human and minority rights implementation in Croatia, and to prioritize the respect for human / minority rights and fulfillment of Croatia’s international commitments within the negotiation framework for Croatia’s EU membership. In that sense, the establishment of institutionalized consultation mechanisms and participation of persons belonging to national minorities, especially those from local levels, in the processes of monitoring, analyzing and evaluating progress are of key importance.  
Thank you very much for your attention.

