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Summary

Recent violent incidents between members of the Romani and Ukrainian communities may carry the risk of
radicalisation and outbreaks of violence on a societal scale. However, the causes of these clashes and the
mobilisation of different groups against Ukrainian refugees have deeper roots in the long-standing
ineffectively addressed structural problems faced to varying degrees by all disadvantaged communities in
our country. The accelerator, not the cause, of radicalisation may be the distorted information disseminated
in the online environment, including the malign influence of foreign actors. The most vulnerable to these
influences are individuals who suffer from heightened feelings of insecurity, tend to see the world in black
and white terms, experience grievances and face social exclusion and isolation. Exposing these
vulnerabilities in our society should be seen as an opportunity to strengthen cohesion and minimise the
potential for conflict, which in times of crisis is an immediate threat to national security. Respectful strategic
communication, strengthening local communities and security, but in the long term, especially increasing
the resilience of social capital, should serve as tools for solutions.

Recommendations

Government:

e The significant impact of socio-economic problems, stigmatization and marginalization on the security and
internal stability of the state must be realistically acknowledged. Focus on specific policies in these areas as
key to maintaining security and stability, in addition to implementing quick and coercive solutions that only
address symptoms such as misinformation or disinformation.

e Take on the task of starting to integrate resilience building across the board into the education system,
despite the fact that benefits of social cohesion to national security will manifest beyond the horizon of the
electoral term.



Broader political representation:

e In this volatile security situation, avoid negative communication and blanket condemnations that increase
radicalisation and reinforce polarisation. It is preferable to refrain from communicating rather than
contributing to further stereotyping of already stigmatised groups and thus to the risk of violence breaking
out.

Local municipalities:

e Actively engage in reducing tensions in local communities with the involvement of all affected parties. NGOs
(including religious organisations) should be invited to provide psychosocial support or material assistance.

Czech police:

e Continue to professionally assess immediate security risks and transparently report on the situation and
potential incidents at local and national level. Engage on the ground with local actors of the parties to the
conflict and local authorities.

The context of the current crisis: digital social networks as a tool for defence and mobilisation
of the Romani community

During June and July 2023, violent incidents involving some Romani and Ukrainians occurred in several areas in
the Czech Republic. A series of escalated interactions, including violent behaviour, was triggered by the death of
a Romani youth who was killed by a man of Ukrainian nationality in Brno.

Romani participation in protest rallies with an occasional violent element has been mobilised mainly through the
posting of ‘live streamers’ on the social networking site Facebook, where Romani have been mobilising in
moments when they feel threatened over the past few years. An identical situation occurred in June 2021, when
Stanislav Tomas died after an unfortunate police intervention in Teplice. At that time, the same actors (some of
them from the Romani diaspora abroad) joined the mobilisation on social media, and now they have been
temporarily joined by actors from other areas where the clashes took place.

The recent events may be reminiscent of the beginnings of the most intense moment of political violence in
modern Czech history, when right-wing extremists, supported by some local residents, attacked Romani
communities in many parts of the country during the anti-Romani protests of 2008-2014. Although some Roma
actively participated in protests against extremist marches at that time, the escalation of violence and retaliation
from the Roma side did not take place for the following reasons: the desire not to endanger family members by
escalating violence, the deeply rooted ideology of non-violence, which was reinforced by the support of non-
governmental actors, especially religious organisations (e.g. the Salesians of Don Bosco), which served as a tool
to cope with the traumatic consequences of violence against the community. These organisations also appealed
to the pro-social values of the Romani. Pacification efforts by respected figures in the community also played a
role, pointing out the ineffectiveness of violence that would ultimately endanger the Romani and worsen their
situation.

While it may seem that the same mechanisms that make Roma resilient against political violence have worked
in the present, the risk of a resurgence of particularly ethnically motivated violence exists especially in the new
context of the Russo-Ukrainian War. Indeed, the ongoing transformation of a global environment defined by
strategic competition and a series of crises has had a long-term material and psychological impact on structurally
disadvantaged social groups. These citizens, whether they are members of the Romani community or the



majority, suffer from an acute sense of loss of their own significance, of being mattered to by the state®. In times
of war in our geopolitical space, which has a direct impact on a number of social processes in the Czech Republic,
these weaknesses are further amplified by the information tools of the digital age, which increase polarisation
and can help radicalise at-risk individuals and groups. The desire to be seen and heard is even more evident in
the Czech Romani community, where systematic structural disadvantage is compounded by a lack of respect for
their ethnic identity. It can be assumed that this is why many Romani people like to publicly share their own
experiences, opinions, and attitudes on social networks.

‘Us’ versus ‘Them’: From structural frustration to radicalisation

According to the latest Eurostat report, the Czech Republic is the country with the highest number of Ukrainian
refugees (32.2) per 1,000 inhabitants?. The Russian aggression and the related arrival of Ukrainian refugees
unfortunately carries a greater risk for national security than, for example, the previous crisis in the form of the
COVID pandemic. This is mainly due to the presence of a very vulnerable community of war refugees, the
majority of whom (74%) are women and children®. The problem for security stability is not the war refugees per
se, but the fact that there are other disadvantaged and crisis-exhausted social groups in our country who
compare their situation with that of Ukrainian refugees. Meanwhile, there was no comparable reference group
to which both Romani and anti-systemic movements could relate, either during the COVID, migration or global
financial crisis.

In this context, the latest scholarship in the study of radicalisation points to the role of relative deprivation as
one of the primary factors that leads to radicalisation with violent elements against the political system*. In the
Czech context, relative deprivation leads not only the Romani, but also other long-marginalised groups in our
society to feel even more marginalised and unheard by the state as a result of comparing their own situation
with that of refugees from Ukraine. What is important here is not the objective socio-economic status of the
groups in question, but the subjective perception that ‘their’ state does not accommodate them but gives
priority (albeit seemingly) to the needs of ‘foreign’ refugees. Such a feeling deepens already existing frustrations
and, in the longer term, causes anger to build up, which can lead to aggression.

The long-term relative deprivation of the most disadvantaged groups also creates conditions for possible violent
radicalisation. In general, most people never resort to violent radicalisation, but rather individuals whose socio-
political deprivation is combined with personality predispositions to violence®. Examples of such a combination
of these factors are Tomas Cermak and Patrik Tugl, who have already been convicted in several cases for acts
that resulted from their radicalisation, including inciting hatred against refugees from Ukraine®. For example, it
may be a reaction to acts committed by individuals from different communities, whether Ukrainians, Romani, or
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members of the majority society. In an age of hoaxes and distortion of information in the online world, it is
difficult to predict the dynamics and consequences that past and future incidents may have. However, while
unpredictable, the risk of an outbreak of political violence is now more real.

Although not causes in themselves, two important factors - the dynamics of the digital world and information
influence operations in times of war - increase the risk of anti-systemic and ethnic violence in society. Although
experts do not yet agree on the exact role of the online environment in the radicalisation process’, it is
undeniable that disinformation or hoaxes disseminated online can reinforce polarisation, accelerate the
radicalisation process and, above all, facilitate mobilisation to use violence. Disinformation can then be most
conducive to radicalisation for individuals who are insecure, inflexible, suffering from feelings of grievances or
social exclusion®.

In this context, potential foreign malign influence operations, which must be taken into account to a greater
extent in the context of the Russo-Ukrainian War, also have a more serious impact on the radicalisation of
alienated social groups. Although they are not the cause of the radicalisation of society, they can skilfully exploit
existing weaknesses. Vulnerable and alienated groups in our country can then be used as a weapon when they
direct their anger against, for example, war refugees. The effect of such action is to destabilise the law and order,
and further undermine social cohesion that is always an essential component of security. A typical example of
such influence of state and non-state actors in a different context is the jihadist radicalisation of marginalised
communities in the Western Balkans and in many EU countries.

No time to wait: Modern policies of preventing radicalisation

There are two basic approaches to dealing with violent and non-violent radicalisation. The first is short-term and
determined by the priority of de-escalating violence or tensions, but it does not aim to tackle the causes. The
priority of the second, and ideally complementary, approach is to address the causes of radicalisation. However,
it requires much longer time, political courage, and vision beyond the horizon of a single electoral term.

The short-term intervention should address the symptoms of radicalisation, in particular behaviour on
digital platforms and manifestations of radicalisation that violate Czech law. A cheap, quick, and effective tool is
targeted strategic communication to stakeholders and the wider public. In the case of alienated or radicalised
groups, it is effective to choose a style of communication that reduces feelings of insecurity with clear messages
and makes it clear to all stakeholders that they and their concerns matter. Such an approach reinforces broken
trust and helps to rebuild a sense of belonging to the political system. It is not only in tense moments that a
responsible and disciplined approach by the political representation in public speeches and online interactions
is in order. An example of good practice in recent months is the communication activities of the Minister of the
Interior and, to some extent, the President of the Republic.

For short-term tension reduction, intervention tools are also offered at the lowest possible level of the affected
communities. It is always a good idea to involve both local police forces in such activities to alleviate security
concerns and NGOs with a local presence to provide psychosocial support to the affected communities. In the
event of an escalation in a Romani community, respected local leaders should be included in de-escalation
efforts, even though they may be involved in the protests, as they are the ones who have both respect and
influence over the decision-making of at-risk groups and individuals. The risks and manifestations of violent
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radicalisation that threaten public order, which are more likely to come from individuals, should then be left to
the responsibility of the relevant security forces, who are able to deal professionally with such risks and threats.

Long-term solutions that address the causes of radicalisation should be approached in a similarly proactive spirit.
Therefore, in addition to improving structural policies to meet the needs of disadvantaged groups more
effectively in the labour market, housing and education, we also need to start building resilient social capital in
real terms. It has been shown to strengthen social cohesion and minimise the potential for conflict in society. It
will also make it possible to reduce the risk of vulnerable groups succumbing to misinformation by strengthening
their self-confidence and adaptability.

A good concrete example of an across-the-board policy for building societal resilience is the recent inclusion of
a compulsory Health Education subject in the British curriculum?®, where all children, regardless of social
background, are taught throughout their schooling how to navigate their physical health, emotions, intergroup
differences and how to proactively work on their personal growth without relying on someone else to do it for
them. Having a resilient personality that can regulate their emotions, does not tend to see the world in black
and white, and takes a proactive and pro-social approach to life makes them much less easy to manipulate and
radicalise. From the position of the state, however, it is necessary not only to systematically introduce this type
of education for all, but also to build sufficient professional capacities for it, because at present there are only a
limited number of teachers and experts available in the Czech Republic who are competent for such practical
education. The effect of building the resilience of citizens in this way is a matter of at least one generation and
thus represents a long-term instrument for strengthening national security.

The current security situation in the Czech Republic, where manifestations and tendencies towards violence in
the crisis context of the Russo-Ukrainian War are surfacing due to deeper causes, should be used as an
opportunity. Although the recent violence has involved two very vulnerable groups in our society —the Romani
and Ukrainian war refugees — it is tangible evidence of the impact of vulnerabilities in our society on security and
stability. The socio-political context and the groups involved may change in the future, but the nature of the
problems, the motivations of the people and the consequences of the weaknesses in our system will remain the
same.
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