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EUROPEAN WEEK AGAINST RACISM (Ireland)

European Week Against Racism takes place March 16t to 24.

(1) Racism in Ireland:

In recent years there has been a commencement of a public debate and 

dialogue about racism in Ireland. To date, this debate has often been 

robust, and at times conflictual, but has generally been constructive and 

reflective of the widely held concern by representatives of Government and 

broader civil society that racism deprives people of their basic human 

rights, dignity and respect and is a threat to social and economic cohesion 

within States. The public debate about racism has sometimes been limited in 

scope with racism sometimes reduced to, or equated with a discourse 

concerning issues around immigration, refugee and asylum policy. These 

issues have a centrality to the present debate, but a narrow focus on these 

policy issues on their own only provides us with an incomplete picture and 

understates other forms of racism in Ireland. Reducing the discourse on 

racism to a discussion on migration and asylum policy can also have the 

(albeit often unintentional) outcome of reinforcing the perception that 

racism is only experienced by recent migrants and that ethnic and cultural 

diversity in Ireland is solely as a consequence of recent migration.

There are different forms of racism in Ireland, which are identified as:

• Racism experienced by Travellers on the basis of their distinct identity 

and nomadic tradition.

• Racism experienced by recent migrants, which includes migrant workers, 

refugees, asylum seekers and students studying in Ireland.

• Racism experienced by ‘people of colour’ and minority ethnic groups, 

including black people on the basis of their skin colour and ethnic and/or 

national identity, irrespective of their legal status.

• The intersection between racism an other grounds of discrimination, 

including gender, disability and sexual orientation.

The blaming of minority ethnic groups for creating racism in Ireland and 

the adoption of racist slogans such as ‘Ireland for the Irish’ and the use 

of emotive language that refers to ‘invasions’ and ‘colonisation’ by a 

small number of groups and individuals in Ireland, has a resonance with the 

language adopted by extreme organisations in other European countries. To 

date, there has been little evidence of such groups being widely supported, 

although some others may quietly share their views. It is to be welcomed 

that there is a broad consensus within political parties in Ireland to 

address racism. All the parties in the Oireachtas have signed and 

reaffirmed an antiracism protocol governing the conduct of elections, which 

gives a commitment to sending a clear and positive message to their 

constituents that they reject racism. The potential for racism to be 

perpetuated through the systems or structures of institutions is an issue 

that is also beginning to receive attention in Ireland. A number of 

statutory bodies are aware of this potential and are actively developing 

awareness raising programmes and training for staff and bringing in 

antiracism commitments as part of a broader approach to equality.

Manifestations of Racism in Ireland

There are at least two overall manifestations of racism in Ireland which 

can be summarised as follows:

• Racism at an individual level  Examples of racism at an individual level 

include assault and abuse directed at people from minority ethnic groups. A 

number of high profile cases highlighted by the media in recent months, 

reports of harassment an the distribution of racist literature indicate 

that individuals are experiencing this form of racism.

• Racism at an Institutional / Systematic Level

There is increasing recognition of the need to address racism at an 

institutional/systemic level. This form of racism, often unintentional, can 

be caused through ignorance and lack of thought or adequate planning. The 

outcome of these processes can contribute to failure in or weaker service 

provision to minority ethnic groups. The potential for institutional / 

systemic racism to impact on service provision was highlighted by the 

MacPherson Report into the Metropolitan Police in Britain.

Attitudinal Surveys

A recent review of all existing surveys of attitudes toward minority 

ethnic, surveys of minority experiences of discrimination made a number of 

conclusions, including:

• The degree of hostility expressed toward minority ethnic groups, has 

increased measurably and is particularly strong in relation to particular 

groups, including black people, Roma and Travellers and refugees and asylum 

seekers.

• Profiles of respondents show that levels of hostility are evident at all 

levels of society of society and in both a rural and urban context.

• Negative attitudes experienced by minority ethnic groups now appears to 

be an everyday feature of many people’s lives.

(2) Profile of Diversity in Ireland:

The following part of the discussion report provides a brief overview of 

diversity in an increasingly multicultural Ireland.

Minority Ethnic Groups, Including Travellers in Ireland:

The Traveller community, an indigenous Irish group, has an estimated 

population of 22,000 people and remains the largest minority ethnic group 

in Ireland.

There has been a long established Jewish community and growing Islamic, 

Asian and Chinese communities in Ireland. There are now refugees and asylum 

seekers from over 100 countries in Ireland including Vietnam, Bosnia, 

Kosovo, Nigeria, Romania, Algeria, Congo, Somalia and from ethnic groups 

that transcend geographical boundaries, such as the Roma and the Kurds.

In Ireland there are now more visible populations of black Irish and other 

EU and nonEU citizens living in Ireland who experience racism on the basis 

of skin colour and ethnic origin. There is now a significant body of 

research on the level of exclusion and discrimination experienced by the 

Traveller community in Ireland and more recently there is a growing body of 

work on the refugee and asylum community. However there remains significant 

gaps in our knowledge in relation to Travellers, refugees and asylum 

seekers and even more so in respect of the experience of other black and 

minority ethnic groups in Ireland.  There is some information on the extent 

and origins of people migrating into Ireland in recent years, although this 

information is not disaggregated on ethnic grounds.
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VICTIM BLASTS APATHETIC WITNESSES(Czech Republic)

Passive bystanders a regional problem, local sociologists say

Thin and bookish, Jan Jarab might not seem the likeliest man to take on two 

violent skinheads in a brawl. But that was the situation that Jarab, who is 

the country's human rights commissioner, found himself in when he went to 

the aid of an African man being attacked in the Prague metro March 6. The 

punches he received in the fight were not as troubling to Jarab as the 

reaction of those who witnessed the crime, which occurred during the 

evening rush hour. "They did nothing," said Jarab, 38. "The attackers got 

on the metro and sat there for a few minutes while the doors were open. I 

yelled to the crowd, 'Stop them, do something! Don't let them get away!' 

but even though there were at least 12 strong men who could have helped, 

they ignored me," he said. "Nobody would even call the police." Tackling 

racism and improving the lives of minorities is part of Jarab's daily life. 

But everyone's life is affected by the passivity of people in the face of 

crime and human desperation, he said. "If we can't change that aspect of 

our society, then what hope is there?" Jarab said.

The aspect of society Jarab deplores is the helplessness or indifference 

witnesses frequently display toward crime victims they do not know. 

Although the reluctance of bystanders to intervene in such situations is a 

global phenomenon, sociologists say that witness passivity  the refusal to 

assist a stranger in distress  is particularly acute in the former Eastern 

bloc. "We had a saying under communism, 'If it's not burning you, don't put 

it out,'" said Jirina Siklova, a sociologist at Charles University. "This 

saying illustrates a problem in all postcommunist countries. We tend to 

stand by and let things happen because we were encouraged not to think for 

ourselves," she said. "It's not that we don't care. We are just waiting for 

someone in authority to tell us what to do." Jarab said he got involved 

after the skinheads attacked and used a racial slur against an African man 

who passed them on an escalator. "I ran toward the assailants and pulled 

them off the victim, who understandably ran away," said Jarab. "So then the 

thugs started hitting me, but I fought back in a Woody Allen style, 

blocking punches with my briefcase," he said, laughing at his defense 

technique. Jarab said his bruises were minor and did not require medical 

attention.

The attack shocked many public officials, including Interior Minister 

Stanislav Gross. "Of course I am disappointed about the incident. It is not 

only that the human rights commissioner was attacked ... according to all 

the information so far, there were many witnesses, but not one of them 

intervened. This indifference is what disappoints me the most," Gross said. 

Jarab said a municipal police officer was also indifferent. The officer at 

the scene of the attacks told him, "There is nothing I can do. They got 

away," Jarab said. He asked the officer to call the state police, who have 

more authority, but the officer allegedly refused. "So I had to walk to the 

police station and file a report, even though I had just been beaten up," 

said Jarab. According to a municipal police spokeswoman, the actions of the 

officer are being investigated. "Jarab is a welleducated man, a doctor. Can 

you imagine how he would have fared if he was just a simple person, a 

seriously injured victim or someone who didn't speak Czech?" said Siklova. 

Jarab said that police and witness indifference play a crucial role in the 

country's continuing problem with racially motivated crimes.

There were 452 such reported crimes in 2001, the last year for which such 

data is available, up from 364 in 2000, according to the Interior Ministry. 

Most of the attacks were against Roma, or Gypsies, a group that has 

suffered public and private discrimination for decades, according to 

numerous human rights organizations. But Jarab is skeptical about such 

numbers because, he said, most racerelated crimes go unreported. He and 

others interviewed for this article said minority victims believe the 

police will not help them. The Council of Europe and Amnesty International 

recently released reports critical of police attitudes toward minorities in 

the Czech Republic, although both bodies acknowledge the government is 

making an effort to solve the problem. Katerina Jacques, an employee with 

the Council for Roma Community Affairs, has firsthand experience with 

police who she said sought to aid the extremist attackers of a Romany 

teenager.

RACE AND VIOLENCE

• Skinheads in the country: 6,200

• Racially motivated crimes in 1999: 316

• Racially motivated crimes in 2000: 364

• Racially motivated crimes in 2001: 452

Source: Interior Ministry

In 1999, Jacques chased down two men who had brutally beaten the teenager 

in front of the I.P. Pavlova metro station. The assailants wore swastikas 

on their jackets and carried knives. When the police arrived on the scene, 

Jacques said the officers helped the attackers to rip off their swastikas 

and dispose of their knives. "I heard the police say, 'Get rid of this 

stuff or it will be worse for you.'" Since 1995, under Czech law, violent 

crimes are more harshly punished if a racial motive is uncovered. Jacques 

said she was detained all night at a police station, as if she had 

committed a crime. "When they took my statement, the police pressured me 

for about a half an hour to omit that the attackers wore swastikas, but I 

wouldn't do it." After the attack, she said she was ostracized by friends 

and neighbors. "They said, 'You are a mother of two. Why are you getting 

involved in this case? You should stay out of it.'" For Jacques, this was 

the hardest part of her ordeal. "A large crowd watched this nice boy get 

torn apart and they didn't want to help him," she said. "But to know that 

because I dared to act I was seen as crazy, this was just too much." She 

testified in court, and the attackers, both minors, were sentenced to 250 

hours of community service. Police records show they were not charged with 

a raciallymotivated crime, Jacques said.

Oldrich Martinu, deputy police commissioner for the state police, said he 

has heard many such stories but insists that the police are becoming more 

sensitive to minority issues. "We have implemented an educational program 

in keeping with European Union accession so that trainers from the UK and 

the Netherlands can help us move forward and serve the minority community," 

he said. Martinu said the police force's biggest problem is its reliance on 

ideology from the communist regime. "The police sees itself as a repressive 

body, not as a preventive body," he said. The stories of Jarab and Jacques 

elicit sighs from Slavomir Hubalek, a psychologist and an expert on 

criminal behavior. "We just had one of the biggest bus accidents ever in 

this country and most people drove right by it. They didn't give a damn 

about the accident victims," he said, referring to the March 8 bus crash 

that killed 19 people near Nazidla, south Bohemia. "I am afraid that in 

Western Europe the situation is better because people, and I include the 

police in this, have a feeling of civic responsibility." Hubalek said the 

only way to instill civic values was to teach them at school, but so far, 

he said, not enough has been done in the classroom. "Our kids here worship 

Harry Potter and Frodo in The Lord of the Rings, characters that show 

courage and civic duty, but I don't get the feeling that they apply these 

values in ordinary life."
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