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LONDON — When a Czech television station ran a documentary depicting life for Roma emigres in Canada in fairy-tale terms, thousands of Roma (or gypsies) sought to leave for this supposed utopia.
The mayor of Ostrava, Czech Republic, a town with a large Roma population, offered to buy them all one-way tickets. The popular local newspaper Ceska Lipa chimed in: "Let them pack their bags and fly to Toronto."
Not all Czech newspapers jumped on the racist bandwagon. The English-language Prague Post, for example, hailed the benefits of a multicultural society, arguing that "diversity can help build a stronger Czech identity."
But prevailing attitudes have not changed much since that documentary was broadcast two years ago. More than four out of five people surveyed recently by the Prague-based Gabal Institute regarded the prospect of foreigners arriving in the Czech Republic as "unfavorable" or "very unfavorable," and 87% said they did not want Romani neighbors.
Media specialists from Central and Eastern Europe will gather Nov. 19 at The Freedom Forum European Center in London to discuss ways of improving reporting on diversity issues. Author Michael Ignatieff, who has written widely on ethnicity and conflict, will give the keynote address.
The conference is jointly sponsored by The Freedom Forum and the Center for War, Peace and the News Media. It forms part of a larger "Reporting Diversity" project, which is producing practical manuals on covering minority issues for journalists in post-communist countries.
Those interested in attending the Nov. 19 discussion, from 10 a.m. to 1 p.mm, should telephone 0171 262 5003 for further information.
The Czech example is by no means unique. Most of the countries of the former Soviet bloc face the challenge of creating harmonious societies out of a diverse mix of nationalities. The war in Yugoslavia and the conflict in Kosovo have shown how media, by inciting ethnic hatred, can help tear communities apart.
But, by the same token, these conflicts also teach the importance of fair and accurate reporting. Through responsible coverage of ethnic communities, the media can counter the attempts of extremist leaders to stir up tensions. Reporting that helps foster tolerance can also help prevent a conflict from spiraling out of control.
In Russia, newspapers rarely make a serious effort to explain the reasons for rising inter-ethnic tensions or to find ways to improve community relations.
Moscow newspapers often ascribe crime to "out-of-towners" or people from the Caucasus, feeding the prejudice that crime has an ethnic face — a non-Russian face. And anti-Semitism is on the rise. Three-quarters of deputies in the Russian Duma voted against a recent motion to censure a general who had talked of killing the "Yids."
In most of the post-communist countries, people who are "different" frequently become objects of hate. In Romania, an official with a leading political party was quoted as saying that "incest is preferable to homosexuality" because at least it "gives breeding a chance."
The media in these countries also often convey sexist messages. Leading Hungarian papers carry want ads for secretarial jobs illustrated by pictures of smiling, busty women.
Until now, media development in the post-Soviet era has been dominated by the struggle to create politically independent, economically viable, professionally trained news organizations. Although this transformation is far from complete, the next great challenge for the region's media is clear: to encourage awareness of journalism's potential contribution to creating inclusive communities in which diversity is valued.
