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Information on Political Participation of Minorities in Ukraine

The Centre strives to achieve effective participation and representation of marginalised persons in public and political life. Our contribution centres on issue nine under the list of themes and was developed with support of Ukrainian civil society.

	


Discriminatory Practices Limiting Civic Engagement for Minority Groups

In Ukraine, certain ethnic minorities face fundamental barriers to political participation. For instance, members of the Roma community lack formal identity documents, a form of discrimination which stifles their ability to vote. Roughly 10-20% of the estimated 400,000 Roma living in Ukraine lack the civil documentation needed to confirm their Ukrainian citizenship.[footnoteRef:1] Problems related to civil registration have perpetuated as the result of conflicts; many births, marriages, and civil joining’s of Roma have gone unregistered. Without registration, the Roma find themselves without rights in the electoral system of Ukraine. [1:  European Network on Statelessness, Assisting stateless people trapped in Ukraine: report from the ground, (24 March 2022), https://www.statelessness.eu/updates/blog/assisting-stateless-people-trapped-ukraine-report-ground. ] 


Furthermore, ethnic minorities often face systemic discrimination, leading to socioeconomic disadvantages that hinder political participation. The Roma community experiences high levels of unemployment, poverty, and illiteracy, which are significant barriers to engaging in political processes. According to various estimations, in the Zakarapattia region of Ukraine, roughly 30% of the Roma population is illiterate.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Centre for Documentation and Counter Extremism, Ukraine: Situation of Roma from the Zakarpattia region, (December 2023), https://us.dk/media/hrxdxw02/report-on-roma-from-zakarpattia-2023.pdf. ] 


In addition, a 2018 survey conducted by Minority Rights Group reveals that over 25% of Roma families with school-age children had at least one child not attending school.[footnoteRef:3] Coupled with "invisibility" on paper (with 10-15% of Roma in Odesa lacking identification papers), Roma are trapped in a vicious cycle of inequity and misrepresentation, having no means of education to attain information on the electoral processes.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Minority Rights Group, Roma in Ukraine, (October 2020), https://minorityrights.org/communities/roma-26. ]  [4:  Ibid.] 


Whilst the Ukrainian government has suspended elections due to the ongoing conflict with Russia, it is vital for the government to be prepared to enhance the participation of Roma in the public affairs process, especially with recent advancements towards regional stability. 

	Centre requests the Committee to enquire steps taken to enshrine marginalised Roma in political life, especially in face of the poor social and economic conditions which stifle Romani knowledge of the political process. 

The Centre further suggests the Committee push the State party for the implementation of programmes to boost civil registration, civic education, and voter registration targeted towards the Romani people, fostering democratic ideals.




Discrimination Against Internally Displaced Persons in Electoral Processes 

As a consequence of political conflict affecting civil society in the surrounding regions of Ukraine, the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Ukraine has sharply increased in recent years. An estimated 3.7 million IDPs are in Ukraine; of these, 17.3% are Russians, along with 4.9% a composition of Belarusians, Moldovans, Crimean Tatars, and others.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  UN Refugee Agency, Ukraine, https://www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/ukraine/. ] 


Social practices and perceptions towards IDPs limit their full realisation of rights under Article 5(c) under the Convention. In Selygenenko et al. v. Ukraine, the European Court for Human Rights found that IDPs who fled conflict in Donetsk and the Crimea were denied their right to vote under discriminatory practices.[footnoteRef:6] Despite their IDP documents indicating their residence in Kyiv, the Central Electoral Commission held that they were residents of their towns of origin, as indicated on their identification card.[footnoteRef:7] Thus, even with increased measures for IDPs to participate in elections under law, discrimination by places of origin still exists.  [6:  European Court of Human Rights, Selygenenko et al. v. Ukraine, (21 October 2021), 24919/16 & 28658/16, https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/fre?i=001-212439. ]  [7:  Ibid.] 


Ukraine’s government has taken notable strides to improve the de jure participation of IDPs in the political process. On 16 June 2020, Resolution 88 championed by the UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights for IDPs enabled the right of IDPs to participate in local elections. In particular, it allowed local authorities to accept IDP registration certificates.

Furthermore, on 9 May 2024, the Verkhovna Rada passed Law 3703-IX to formally recognise IDPs as residents of local communities, enabling their rights in local decision-making.[footnoteRef:8] It came into effect on 8 January 2025. However, the Selgenenko ruling in 2021 indicates the de facto participation of IDPs in elections is a challenge, even with tighter laws. [8:  Oporaua, Expert opinion on key risks in the implementation of active and passive suffrage of internally displaced persons as vulnerable voter group, (23 January 2025), https://www.oporaua.org/en/vybory/expert-opinion-on-key-risks-in-the-implementation-of-active-and-passive-suffrage-of-internally-displaced-persons-as-vulnerable-voter-group-25613. ] 


IDPs have the power to engage in Ukrainian elections. However, IDPs cannot only be enshrined; they must be actively empowered to participate. Experts point to the main challenge of IDP participation elections being a "general lack of understanding" of their full rights.[footnoteRef:9] The lack of encouragement towards IDPs to receive information on voter registration, polling processes, electoral systems, etc. hinders their civic participation.  [9:  Ibid.] 


Whilst elections in Ukraine have been postponed due to imposition of martial law in light of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian conflict, the need for IDP representation in elections will be imperative, as the country navigates reconstruction and future development. Thus, even if elections are not currently occurring, Ukraine must prepare to actively empower IDPs and other ethnic minorities. Providing information on voting can help foster a strong sense of civic knowledge in the post-war era. 

	In light of this information, the Centre urges the Committee to: (1) enquire on the status of implementation of Law 3703-IX to empower IDPs in local elections, including the de facto participation of IDPs; and (2) probe what measures are being taken to advance civic knowledge amongst IDPs, especially those in minority.

We also hope the Committee will, in its concluding observations, emphasise the need for civic education and voter information campaigns for IDPs to ensure meaningful representation for minority IDPs in the post-war governance period.



Challenges for the Participation of Minority Women in Decision-Making Mechanisms

The exclusion of minorities from the political process is of concern. Ukrainians typically are supportive of measures to increase female representation in politics; according to a survey conducted in 2019, 65% of Ukrainians are in favour of increasing the number of women in politics.[footnoteRef:10] However, females from ethnic, religious, and social minority groups reportedly lack resources and public support to cultivate electoral impact. [10:  International Foundation for Electoral Systems, Gender Analysis of Ukraine's Electoral and Political Process, https://ifesukraine.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/IFES-Gender-Assessment-Ukraine-v1-2019-09-30-Eng.pdf. ] 


Additionally, recent conflicts in Ukraine have had a significant effect on minority female participation in politics, according to a newly published UN Women report.[footnoteRef:11] Whilst men have become unemployed and are largely participating in the armed forces, women are performing vital roles on the humanitarian and home front during the war. The conflict has shifted minority women’s status in society by integrating them in leadership roles within families and communities. However, the higher demand for volunteer work and absence of men has prevented women, and minority women even more so, from engaging in politics. [11:  UN Women and For All Women and Girls, Ukraine: New UN Women and CARE report highlights disproportionate impact of the war on women and minorities, (4 May 2022), https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/news/2022/05/ukraine-new-un-women-and-care-report-highlights-disproportionate-impact-of-the-war-on-women-and-minorities. ] 


In the face of conflict, it is vital for all stakeholders to have a voice in Ukrainian decision-making. Minority women face double marginalisation; increased socioeconomic barriers, lacks in knowledge, and societal obligations. The lack of minority female empowerment only feeds a cyclical trap of misrepresentation, preventing the voiceless communities from developing policies to their own gain. 

Thus, it is necessary for the State party to enact measures towards changing the status of minority women in the political life, especially in decision-making positions related to issues deriving from the current conflict. Representation of marginalised groups, especially women, in leading the response to the conflict will ensure administrative decisions and political movements are best suited to the interests of the Ukrainian minorities.

	The Centre urges the Committee to focus on, in both dialogue and concluding notes, the importance of strengthening female minority empowerment in the public affairs process. In particular, the Committee should emphasise the need for minority empowerment in humanitarian decisions relating to the current conflict. 



Concluding Notes

Enabling realisation of rights for minorities to participate in the political life under Article 5(c) of the Convention for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination is a challenging task. Current political instability makes the focus on voting rights acute; however, the Centre hopes the Committee – and eventually State party – will take note of the aforementioned topics:

(1) Regarding challenges Roma persons face, limited education access hinders knowledge of electoral processes. Furthermore, lacks in proper civil registration and document attainment prevents the Romani from accessing a ballot in Ukraine.
(2) For displaced persons, ethnic and geographic de facto discrimination prevents participation in elections. Furthermore, certain ethnic cultures may deviate or ignore the importance of civic engagement, limiting prospects for change.
(3) Regarding the status of women, especially from minorities, women must move beyond household and communal leadership; political leadership is necessary to represent the needs of the marginalised, especially in humanitarian-centred dialogue in lieu of the conflict.


