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National Minorities and Socio-Economic 
Equality: Still Work in Progress 

National minorities often find themselves at a socio -economic disadvantage, whether in 

their access to employment, adequate housing, social services or healthcare. The Council 

of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, the main 

legal instrument safeguarding the rights of national minorities, includes the right to 

equality before the law and of equal protection by the law, and the right to effective 

participation in social and economic life. This Issue brief will focus on the monitoring 

process of this legal instrument, analysing the extent to which the right to socio -

economic participation is monitored by the Advisory Committee of the Framework 

Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. The conclusion of the Issue brief 

will point towards a rather inconsistent and unstructured approach towards the 

monitoring of this topic and will argue that the socio -economic objectives already 

developed under the Framework Convention should be followed through in the 

monitoring of the socio-economic situation of all national minorities, alongside renewed 

requests for improved data collection by governments.  

 

Andreea Cârstocea, December 2018 

ECMI Issue Brief # 41 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 

The Council of Europe Framework 

Convention for the Protection of National 

Minorities (henceforth FCNM) represents a 

comprehensive, detailed instrument for the 

protection of the rights of national minorities 

across Europe. The set of rights included in 

this instrument range from political to 

cultural and socio-economic rights, whose 

fulfilment by countries that have ratified the 

FCNM (called ‘State Parties’ in all FCNM-

related documents) are closely monitored by 

an Advisory Committee (ACFC). 

 

National minorities are more likely to be 

underemployed, and when employed, they 

are more likely to earn less; housing 

conditions tend to be poorer, with a below-

average standard of living and social 

services.1 Starting from the assumption that 

socio-economic inequalities hinder social 

cohesion, and that equal socio-economic 

opportunities for members of national and 

ethnic minorities in Europe is important not 

only for general prosperity, but also for the 

security of the European continent,2 this 

Issue brief will focus on the issue of socio-

economic equality of national minorities, as 

reflected in the monitoring process of the 

FCNM.  

 



 ECMI- Issue Brief # 41 

 

 

4 | P a g e  
 

More specifically, this Issue brief will 

examine the standards set out by the FCNM 

in the area of socio-economic equality, by 

reviewing the text of the Convention in 

conjunction with the FCNM Explanatory 

Report and the relevant Thematic 

Commentaries and will analyze the ACFC 

Opinions in the fourth cycle monitoring in 

light of these standards.  

 

The conclusion of this Issue brief will point 

towards an inconsistent, unstructured 

approach towards the monitoring of socio-

economic rights of national minorities. As 

will be shown in the following, the 

monitoring reports tend to either disregard 

altogether this aspect of participation, or 

simply focus on just one issue – be it 

employment, access to healthcare, or 

infrastructure.  An important exception to 

this rule is the analysis of the socio-

economic situation of Roma communities, 

which appears to be much better structured, 

consistent throughout the Opinions, and 

usually based on hard data. This Issue brief 

will argue for the need of taking a similar 

approach in the analysis of the socio-

economic participation of all other national 

minorities in the future monitoring 

exercises. 

II. The standards: FCNM 

objectives concerning the 

realisation of socio-economic 

rights 
 

As noted above, the two articles of the 

Framework Convention which are 

particularly relevant in considering the 

promotion of socio-economic equality of 

national minorities are Art. 4, focusing on 

equality, and Art. 15, focusing on 

participation.  

 

Equality. The provisions regarding equality 

included in the text of the Convention 

(Art.4), read in conjunction with the relevant 

paragraphs in the Explanatory Report and 

Thematic Commentaries Nos. 2 and 4, 

indicate broadly the approach agreed to by 

the State Parties. As such, Art. 4 FCNM 

guarantees the ‘right of equality before the 

law and of equal protection of the law’ to 

persons belonging to national minorities and 

introduces the prohibition of discrimination. 

Particularly relevant to the present Issue 

brief is Paragraph 2, which specifies the 

areas in which State Parties are required to 

adopt ‘where necessary, adequate measures 

in order to promote, in all areas of 

economic, social, political and cultural life, 

full and effective equality between persons 

belonging to a national minority and those 

belonging to the majority’.3  

 

As always in discussions concerning 

equality, a fundamental question is related to 

what kind of equality is envisaged by the 

Convention. The text of the FCNM does not 

directly specify whether its vision of 

equality is oriented towards equality of 

opportunity or rather towards a (projected) 

equality of outcomes. However, the 

inclusion in Art.4 Para.2 of references to 

‘adequate measures’ that State Parties have 

to institute in order to promote full and 

effective equality points towards an 
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understanding of equality as equality of 

opportunities. Indeed, the Explanatory 

Report spells out the types of measures that 

are envisaged: these should conform to the 

proportionality principle; and should be 

limited in time or in scope up to the point 

when full and effective equality has been 

achieved.4 Moreover, the Explanatory 

Report makes a point of stating that the 

reason why there is no provision in the 

Convention concerning the principle of 

equal opportunities is that Para.2 Art. 4, 

through its references to ‘adequate 

measures’ implies this specific view of 

equality.5 

The problem of data collection concerning 

equality is addressed in the Thematic 

Commentary No. 4: The scope of 

application of the Framework Convention 

for the Protection of National Minorities of 

the ACFC, which points towards the 

necessity that countries that have ratified the 

FCNM base their policies for promoting 

equality on comprehensive data; special 

mention is made of the importance of 

regularly collecting reliable data concerning 

those segments of society which are 

‘disempowered economically, socially or 

geographically, due to their size or because 

of past experiences of conflict’.6 

Participation in socio-economic life. While 

Art.4 focuses on equality and non-

discrimination, Art.15 sets out the standards 

concerning the participation of persons 

belonging to national minorities in public 

life. The text of Art.15 is concise and refers 

simply to the obligation of State Parties to 

‘create the conditions necessary for the 

effective participation of persons belonging 

to national minorities in cultural, social and 

economic life and in public affairs, in 

particular those affecting them’.7 The 

Explanatory Report emphasizes that the 

purpose of Art.15 is that of encouraging 

‘real equality between persons belonging to 

national minorities and those forming part of 

the majority’8, where ‘real equality’ should 

likely be understood as the full realization of 

the principle of equality of opportunity – 

confirming the understanding of equality as 

‘equality of opportunities’ emerging from 

Art.4. 

 

The Explanatory Report also contains 

several types of measures that State Parties 

can employ for creating the necessary 

conditions for participation by persons 

belonging to national minorities, e.g. 

consultation with these persons; involving 

these persons in the preparation, 

implementation and assessment of national 

and regional development plans and 

programmes likely to affect them directly; 

undertaking studies, in conjunction with 

these persons, to assess the possible impact 

on them of projected development activities;  

involving persons belonging to national 

minorities in the decision-making processes 

and elected bodies both at national and local 

levels; decentralised or local forms of 

government.9 

The second Thematic Commentary of the 

ACFC, entitled ‘Commentary on the 

Effective Participation of Persons Belonging 

to National Minorities in Cultural, Social 
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and Economic Life and in Public Affairs 

includes a detailed analysis of the conditions 

which are necessary for the socio-economic 

participation of such persons. As in the case 

of the provisions promoting equality, the 

importance of anti-discrimination 

legislation (in areas such as to employment, 

housing, health care and social protection) is 

particularly emphasized, as is the 

importance of accurate data collection on 

the socio-economic situation of persons 

belonging to national minorities in order to 

compare it with the situation of the majority 

population.10 The document also recognizes 

the administrative obstacles that national 

minorities may face and recommends that 

State Parties should develop adequate 

training programmes for public service staff; 

in the same context, it recommends that 

information on public services and welfare 

institutions should be easily accessible and 

possibly available in the languages of 

national minorities. Importantly, it 

recommends that public institutions should 

promote the recruitment and retention of 

persons belonging to national minorities.11 

The Commentary also recognizes that 

sometimes national minorities live in 

economically depressed regions (whether 

rural, isolated, border, war-damaged, or de-

industrialized areas), and therefore should 

benefit from specific programmes enabling 

their socio-economic participation.12  

As for the policy areas in which State Parties 

are expected to institute special measures 

promoting the socio-economic participation 

of persons belonging to national minorities, 

the Commentary mentions a wide range: 

privatization processes; land rights and land 

usage; access to the labour market, basic 

social benefits and public services; housing 

and access to infrastructure; and 

healthcare.13 Finally, the Commentary 

emphasizes that certain social and economic 

measures may be required for persons 

belonging to disadvantaged minority groups 

to ensure their effective equality, quoting the 

case of the Roma and Travellers, where it 

recommends the setting up of 

comprehensive and long-term strategies.14 

III. Evidence from the monitoring 

process 
 

As shown in the previous section, the 

standards set out in the Framework 

Convention concerning the socio-economic 

participation and equality of persons 

belonging to national minorities are wide 

ranging and – should they find their 

practical realization – would likely achieve 

the stated purpose of full and effective 

equality between such persons and persons 

belonging to majorities. 

Given the range of areas of intervention and 

types of policies mentioned in the FCNM 

Explanatory Report and Thematic 

Commentaries, a closer look at how the 

ACFC monitors developments on this 

specific topic of socio-economic equality 

may be indicative of the relative weight and 

importance attached to this topic by both the 

ACFC and State parties. For the purposes of 

this Issue brief, the fourth cycle monitoring 

has been used, as providing the most up to 

date information on the subject.15 
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Monitoring of developments concerning 

equality from a socio-economic perspective 

(Art. 4 FCNM) 

 

As a general observation, with two 

exceptions, the fourth cycle monitoring of 

the developments concerning equality and 

non-discrimination includes minimal (if any) 

references to socio-economic aspects of 

equality. 

 

Despite the general absence of references to 

socio-economic disparities, there are 

however aspects related to the promotion of 

socio-economic equality which are 

mentioned in a few cases. For instance, in 

the case of Armenia, the introduction of 

legislation tackling extreme poverty is 

commended; while not targeted specifically 

at minority communities, they also benefit 

from it.16 Hungary is requested to ascertain 

the impact of its policies on the socio-

economic position of national minorities,17 

while a Norway 2009 Action Plan for 

Equality and Prevention of Ethnic 

Discrimination, covering aspects related to 

working life, education, housing, public 

services, culture and the media, is criticized 

for focusing mainly on immigrants.18 In all 

cases mentioned above, there is little 

acknowledgement as to the actual socio-

economic situation of national minorities 

(whether indicated by statistical data or 

qualitative indicators), and also few (if any) 

recommended measures for improving their 

situation. A somewhat different approach 

emerges in the Opinion on the United 

Kingdom, perhaps the most detailed and 

comprehensive monitoring exercise in the 

fourth monitoring cycle, where the analysis 

is carried out structured along regions and 

includes several relevant socio-economic 

aspects (mostly employment, but also 

education and healthcare).19 

 

As mentioned above, there are two 

exceptions to this general lack of emphasis 

on the socio-economic aspects of equality. 

The two exceptions refer to the situation of 

the Roma minority, and respectively to post-

conflict societies. In the case of the Roma, a 

structured and usually detailed monitoring 

exercise can be discerned across countries; 

most often, the observations related to socio-

economic inequalities refer to housing, 

education, health and employment. The 

ACFC Opinions usually include 

observations related to the current situation, 

as well as recommended measures to 

improve it. In the cases of Croatia20 and 

FYROM,21 there are a set of comprehensive 

observations concerning socio-economic 

aspects of equality in post-conflict societies, 

covering both the Roma community and 

other national minorities. 

 

One important aspect that should be noted is 

the fact that data collection is flagged as a 

recurring and persistent problem throughout. 

Indeed, the lack of quality, segregated data 

may be a very important reason why a more 

structured and consistent approach to 

monitoring socio-economic inequalities 

affecting persons belonging to national 

minorities is missing. Indeed, scholars have 

noted that the absence of data makes 

assessments of the effective and equal 

access to rights very difficult; furthermore, it 
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considerably complicates the drafting of 

policies in this respect.22 

Monitoring concerning the socio-economic 

participation of persons belonging to 

national minorities (Art. 15 FCNM) 

As noted in the second section of this Issue 

brief, the standards put forth by the 

Framework Convention (read in conjunction 

with the Explanatory Report and Thematic 

Commentaries) point towards several areas 

of concern, in which State Parties are 

required to take action to ensure the socio-

economic participation of persons belonging 

to national minorities (access to the labour 

market, basic social benefits and public 

services; housing and access to 

infrastructure; healthcare; privatization 

processes; land rights and land usage). 

These are all important – and obviously the 

list is not exhaustive – objectives that this 

Issue brief has attempted to follow, in its 

reading of the monitoring reports pertaining 

to the Fourth cycle of the monitoring 

process of the FCNM. As in the case of the 

monitoring of the developments under Art.4, 

the picture that emerges is that of an 

incomplete and inconsistent monitoring 

exercise. For some countries (i.e. Armenia,23 

Denmark,24 Germany,25 Norway,26 Italy,27 

and Czechia28) the only aspect monitored 

under Art.15 (for national minorities other 

than the Roma) is that of representation of 

national minorities in elected bodies, with 

no mention of socio-economic participation. 

In most other cases, socio-economic 

participation is addressed as a standalone 

section, but instead of following a set of 

aspects related to socio-economic 

participation, reports usually focus on just 

one such topic. For instance, the Opinion on 

Austria29 highlights the rising 

unemployment in areas inhabited by 

minorities and contains no other reference to 

other issues; similarly, in the cases of the 

UK30 and Estonia31 access to employment is 

the only issue emphasized, while the report 

on Finland32 highlights briefly the 

difficulties in the access to social and health 

services by the Sami. 

In several cases (Cyprus,33 Hungary,34 the 

Slovak Republic35) the monitoring reports 

briefly mention that the socio-economic 

situation of national minorities does not 

diverge from that of the majority population. 

While indeed that can be the case for some 

minorities, such a blanket statement is 

problematic; as noted by Marc Weller, 

justifications by governments that economic 

divergences may be due to lagging regional 

development, rather than national, ethnic, 

religious, or linguistic factors, are not likely 

to persuade in this respect; instead, 

governments should endeavor to develop 

measures for counteracting the effects of 

such structural differences.36  

As in the case of Art.4, the only national 

minority whose situation is analyzed 

comprehensively along a clearer structure is 

that of the Roma. For most countries with a 

Roma population, the socio-economic 

aspects of participation of the Roma 

minority are structured along four main 

sectors – access to healthcare, employment, 

housing and education (this last aspect is 
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usually only tangentially dealt with, as Art. 

12 of the FCNM is concerned exclusively 

with education).  Again, as in the case of 

Art.4, in the cases of Croatia37 and 

FYROM,38 the monitoring is a lot more 

detailed and follows through several aspects 

related to socio-economic participation of 

national minorities (alongside several 

aspects which affect specifically the Roma 

minority): underdevelopment of 

infrastructure, access to healthcare and 

utilities, and underemployment. 

IV. Conclusions 

This Issue brief has attempted to analyse the 

monitoring by the ACFC of the socio-

economic participation of persons belonging 

to national minorities, in light of the 

standards set out in the FCNM and its 

accompanying documents.  

As outlined above, the picture that emerges 

is one of inconsistency and lack of 

structured monitoring. Although the FCNM 

provides a set of objectives, they are not 

followed through by the monitoring; what is 

more, in the case of some countries the 

monitoring of socio-economic participation 

appears almost absent, while for others there 

are only certain aspects that are highlighted.  

The only minority whose right to socio-

economic participation appears to be 

consistently monitored, using a similarly 

structured approach across the board is the 

Roma; aspects related to employment, 

access to healthcare and housing are present 

throughout the Opinions. As noted in the 

introduction, national minorities are 

generally more likely to find themselves at a 

socio-economic disadvantage, it follows 

therefore that monitoring should be 

expanded to include other national 

minorities as well. 

A general lack of statistical data regarding 

the socio-economic situation of national 

minorities could be one of the reasons for 

the lack of consistency and structure; 

indeed, the monitoring of the fulfilment of 

the obligations under Art.4 repeatedly call 

for improved collection of disaggregated 

data.  

In any case, the absence of a consistent and 

structured approach in monitoring socio-

economic aspects of participation by the 

ACFC means that governments will have 

little incentive to develop relevant policies 

in this area. It is for this reason that the 

objectives already developed by the FCNM 

should be applied in the future monitoring of 

the socio-economic situation of all national 

minorities, consistently and in a structured 

manner, alongside renewed requests for 

improved data collection by governments. 
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