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An international conference entitled Human Rights – Back to Basics will be held on 5 and 6 December 2011, organized by the Office of the Government of the Slovak Republic, under the auspices of Deputy Prime Minister for Human Rights and Ethnic Minorities, Rudolf Chmel. The conference, together with the 2011 National Human Rights Award and a cultural event in Municipal Theater (DPOH), is held to mark Human Rights Day 2011 and is aimed to revive the debate on fundamental issues relating to the origin and essence of human rights in the current Slovakian society and other countries of our region. The conference will also provide a platform for professionals to support the endeavour of Deputy Prime Minister to draw up and present a National Programme for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights. The Programme should outline the nature of Slovakia’s human rights policies and its long-term priorities and should constitute an overarching concept mainstreaming existing strategies, actions plans and other public policy documents involving human rights elements. 

The international standard setting practices in the area of promoting and protecting human rights, as well as in the area of preventing and eliminating discrimination, made a considerable progress at the turn of the 20th century. There are many conventions in force, which provide descriptions of individual categories of human rights and specific rights of individual vulnerable groups. States have taken on a number of international obligations, while the process of their implementing and monitoring has become almost unintelligible. Various segments of the society, including its elite are gradually loosing awareness of the original content and essence of human rights and of the natural law approach on which the international human rights conventions have been elaborated. Or is the universal, natural law approach an outdated concept in our present world facing numerous new challenges? 
New democratic systems of the Central and Eastern Europe got over the era of economic and political transformation after the fall of communism fairly quickly. Democratic institutions and the rule of law have been formally established and democratic decision-making processes have been implemented. Nonetheless, the principles of human rights have not yet been adopted in the operation of public authorities and institutions and/or businesses to a degree corresponding to the original founding states of the Council of Europe. Although all states in our zone declare to have a high standard in the promotion and protection of human rights, we can hold that there are many deficiencies when it comes to their actual enforcement. The events of violation of human rights or breach of the principle of non-discrimination often remain unknown and unhandled. 
Often, fully functional mechanisms to provide monitoring, legal protection and assistance at the nation-wide, regional and local levels are lacking or, where there such mechanisms exist, these are not sufficiently effective. There are deficiencies in the work of the law enforcement authorities and courts; edification and education in the area of human rights and human rights culture are lagging behind. The independent institutions aimed to promote and protect human rights fight over resources, human and professional capacities or face the pressures exerted by political parties. The view becomes even more obscure when we realize that many states have no clearly defined long term human rights policies linked with long term strategies of the social and economic development; there are significant differences in understanding of basic terms, categories and concepts in the field of human rights theory and practice.
On top, our countries are facing new challenges related to the imminent recession, to the societal inclusion of the Roma population, to increased concerns about the safety and internal stability caused by migrations and the threat of terrorism, and last but not least to the unfavourable demographic development. All these open issues lead to questioning multiculturalism as an effective integrationist policy and might boost populist and/or authoritarian tendencies in the region.
Democratic elites should take a responsible approach to the revision of their obligations in the field of human rights and should once again reconsider the essence, meaning and practical usefulness of human rights, which constitute an immanent building block of the modern democratic state based on the rule of law.

Annotation of the main topics and themes of the conference
I. The origin and essence of human rights and their place in today's post-industrial society. The relationship between an individual and the state.

By acceding to the international human rights conventions, the states have assumed the obligation to respect, protect and fulfil human rights. What exactly do these three obligations mean in terms of relationship between the state and an individual? 
A. What actually is the essence of human rights? What is their origin, underlying principle, meaning and practical impact on the life of an individual and the development of a society? Are the terms “human rights and fundamental freedoms” and “fundamental rights and freedoms” identical in their content, or are these only partially overlapping but yet different categories? Human rights are universal, inalienable, interrelated and indivisible. What does this mean from the perspective of specific implementation of public policies, i.e. from the point of view of legislative and administrative practices of public authorities and institutions? What is the relationship between human rights and civic responsibilities? Can this relationship involve (even a portion of hidden) conditionality?
B. The issues of human rights are quite complex. How can we achieve that human rights considerations be mainstreamed in all relevant public policies? How can human rights strategies be interconnected with long term economic and social strategies and demographic visions? How can we encourage a wider adoption of the principles of human rights in the operations of state and public authorities and institutions? How should an effective and functioning model of mutually interconnected implementation, coordination, monitoring, protective and participative mechanisms for human rights be developed and made operational to serve the best interest of the subjects of human rights? 
II. Human rights and Morality
According to the revived natural law concept of human rights, as provided for in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948, human rights are rights/claims of a moral origin. These moral rights are natural rights, justified by the very existence of a free autonomous human being and his/her inherent dignity. This concept is underlined by a vision of individuals who are endowed with reason and therefore are aware of their responsibility to respect the rights of others, as well. 
Some opponents of the liberal doctrine of human rights argue that an activist interpretation of this doctrine poses a threat to the (traditional) morals and upsets the cohesion and inner stability of the society. There are also opinions that a consequent liberal approach to the enforcement of human rights (e.g. in relation to the rights of persons of different sexual orientation or to the rights of women) leads straight to a breakdown of the western (Christian) civilization. Is this contradiction real or is it just a matter of misunderstanding? What is the relation between human rights and morality?
III. The Concept of Human Dignity, Equality, Solidarity and Individual Freedom
The crucial terms in the discussions on human rights include the notions of human dignity, equality, individual freedom and solidarity. The latest European document of a prime importance in the area of human rights – the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union contains chapters entitled exactly under these names, the “Dignity” chapter being the introductory chapter of the entire Charter. Several states have defined the concept of human dignity in their legally binding texts. For example, the definition of human dignity as provided in the decision of the Canadian Supreme Court in 1999 is very well known. 
The understanding of key categories and concepts is a crucial condition of an appropriate implementation of human rights norms. There is no single interpretation of many fundamental terms used in the human rights discourse among the public players in Slovakia. This is why, in the introductory, systemic part of the National Programme for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights in the Slovak Republic, the sponsor will seek to handle this task. The conference can help here. The settlement of the relation between limits in the freedom of expression in relation to the principle of respect of the human dignity should be one of the special questions discussed on the platform. 
IV. The End of Multiculturalism in Europe? And what about Slovakia?

Social riots in some countries of the Western Europe, along with concerns about the integration of the second and third generation of immigrants coming from non-European cultures into the mainstream society, have made several political leaders to express their doubts about the future of multiculturalism in Europe. Some Slovak politicians repeated these statements, though, there is no doubt that the Western type multiculturalism has never been introduced or established Slovakia. Or, still, it has? Is the issue of the Roma inclusion a matter of multicultural relationship is it just a social problem? To what degree constitutes the coexistence and cooperation of traditional ethnies (dominant ethno-cultural nations and national minorities) a multicultural issue? Is it possible to place the discourse on minority rights in Central Europe within the human rights agenda or it will be condemned for long to be a mere tool in political party games? What do the terms of “civic equality” or “civic principle”, so often used and misused by various public players, express in this context? 
Is there any real alternative to the (even reformed) concept of multiculturalism under the circumstances of the demographic crisis, which most countries of Central Europe are facing, and which can also have a significant impact on the long-term economic performance of these states? If the answer is yes, what should this alternative represent? 






