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The Crimean Republican Society of Bulgarians 
named after Paisii Hilendarski

Background information for Consideration 
of the Report of the Russian Federation
to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination

Representatives of more than 100 peoples live in the multi-national Crimea. It is probably only experts who can name all of them. If you ask ordinary Crimeans to do that, everyone will name Bulgarians among the first, alongside Russians, Ukrainians, Crimean Tatars, Armenians and Greeks, which is quite explicable. Our people in modern Crimea is not numerous (due to the tragic consequences of the deportation it has suffered), but is quite conspicuous on the ethnographic and cultural map of the peninsula. The credit for this goes largely to the Bulgarian Society of the Republic of Crimea named after Paisii Hilendarski, which received a republican status in 1994 by uniting national organizations of Bulgarians, which had been formed in towns and districts of Crimea, and has been actively promoting the culture and traditions of its people and holding interesting events for more than 20 years.

Following the re-unification of Crimea with the Russian Federation, the organization has received the status of the Regional National and Cultural Autonomy of Bulgarians named after Paisii Hilendarski and has continued its work. Alongside the Autonomy of Bulgarians with the regional status, our organization has created two local autonomies at the city level in Simferopol and Yalta. Our organisation also includes the Bulgarian communities which have been operating for more than 20 years in the city of Sevastopol (community "Izgrev"), in the towns of Kerch, Yevpatoria, Bahchisaray, Staryi Krym and Saky, as well as in the Nizhnegorsky, Sovetsky, Kirovsky and Chernomorsky districts and in the settlement of Koktebel. They unite both the Bulgarians having returned from the places of deportation and those having once moved to Crimea from Ukraine (from areas of compact settlement in the Odessa and Zaporozhye Regions), Moldova and Transdniestria, as well as Bulgarian nationals (most of them are former workers of the Bolgarspetsstroy company involved in construction in Crimea within the framework of contracts between the USSR and the People's Republic of Bulgaria back in the 70s‑80s of the last century).

The activities of the Regional National and Cultural Autonomy of Bulgarians named after Paisii Hilendarski aim at reviving culture and traditions, studying the Bulgarian language and assisting those previously deported and now returning to Crimea with resettlement. 

For many years the republican organization of Bulgarians named after Paisii Hilendarski has been the major partner of the authorities in implementing the state programme for resettlement of previously deported compatriots. 

Restauration of Rights of Previously Deported Bulgarians

Of more than 200 years of the Bulgarian community presence on the Crimean peninsula, 50 years were marred by the tragic events connected with deportation. That is particularly hard for Bulgarians of Crimea because they fully shared the heavy burden of the Great Patriotic War with all the peoples of the USSR. From the first days, Bulgarians joined the fight against the foreign invaders and actively participated in the anti-fascist movement. A guerrilla unit created by the Stoyanov brothers is among the most successful examples 

Despite mass resistance from Bulgarians of Crimea against the Nazis, in 1944 – after Crimean Tatars and together with Armenians and Greeks – they were all (12,465 people) accused of aiding and abetting the occupation regime and banished from the peninsula by Stalin's regime. Unlike Crimean Tatars who formed compact settlements mostly in Central Asia, Bulgarians were dispersed in different parts of the USSR: Ural, Siberia, Bashkiria, Northern Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, etc. This aggravated the process of assimilation. Consequently, thousands of Bulgarians of Crimea – spread out across the vast territory of the former Soviet Union – almost lost their language, customs and traditions. 

In 1956 the Decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR lifted the restrictions. Since then Bulgarians had been allowed to move freely throughout the USSR and settle anywhere they wanted except Crimea. Their rights were fully restored only in 1989 when previously deported Crimean peoples were allowed to come back to their home. That year also saw the adoption of a relevant State programme designed to streamline the process. Law-abiding Bulgarians underwent registration in Crimea thus expressing their will to take up permanent residence there and waited for an official invitation from the Crimean authorities in order to fulfil their aspiration.

However, Crimean Tatars did not stick to this procedure and started coming back to Crimea en masse. First of all, the authorities had to deal with the related problems and the Programme for Return of Deportees actually turned into the Programme for Resettlement of Returnees. The planned resettlement of Bulgarians (as well as Armenians, Greeks and Germans) on the peninsula was disrupted. This explains why these peoples are a minority on the ethnic map of today's Crimea, as well as why Crimean Tatars have a relatively dominant position among the returnees.

The situation might change under the new circumstances of Russian Crimea. In 1950‑80s, having no opportunity to come back to the peninsula, the bulk of previously deported Bulgarians settled in the neighbourhood, i.e. the Krasnodar region. Like those who stayed in the places of deportation (the Perm region, Bashkiria, etc.), they are Russian nationals and their resettlement in Crimea has become less challenging since now it is carried out within one and the same State. Such positive steps on the part of the Republican authorities as facilitating land allocation for individual construction, job generation, etc., could also contribute to the process.

National diversity of Crimea will become much richer, if – with the help of the authorities – our community manages to restore Bulgarian colour of Koktebel (in the 19th century Bulgarians founded a settlement on the site of a medieval dwelling area and constituted the majority of its population until their deportation from Crimea in 1944), of Kishlav (the village of Kurskoye in the Belogorsky region), of Bolgarschina (a district in the town of Stary Krym, Kirovsky region), etc.

Authorities' Respect for Equality of Peoples: Ukrainian and Russian Reality

Ukrainian authorities have demonstrated their poor ability to cooperate with national communities. At the time when Crimea was part of independent Ukraine, all official documents related to resettlement of previously deported people generally contained the following wording: "Crimean Tatars and others". In 1999 Leonid Kuchma, the then president of Ukraine, established a so-called Council of Representatives of the Crimean Tatar People under his administration openly ignoring the interests of deported Armenians, Bulgarians, Greeks and Germans. Numerous requests by the relevant national organizations to expand the Council and include their representatives were never addressed.

Thus, the programme for resettlement of previously deported Armenians, Bulgarians, Greeks and Germans was phased out. The Joint Directorate of the Property Developer dealing with housing construction and the development of compact settlements for this category of returnees was abolished, as well as a separate waiting roster for housing. After it merged with Crimean Tatars' housing queue, Armenians, Bulgarians, Greeks and Germans ended up at the bottom of the waiting list and the solution to their housing problem was significantly held back.

The process of political rehabilitation of previously deported peoples also looked hopeless under Ukrainian rule. They were still being accused of aiding and abetting the Nazis and labelled "enemies of the people", but Ukraine never resolved the issue.

The document that the peoples of Crimea have been waiting for 70 years (including 23 years as part of independent Ukraine) appeared a month after the reunification of Crimea with Russia. On 21 April 2014 President Vladimir Putin issued a decree "On Rehabilitation of the Armenian, Bulgarian, Greek, Crimean Tatar and German Peoples and Provision of the State Support for Their Revival and Development".

It is noteworthy that this document became the first to list all the repatriated peoples in alphabetic order thus underlining their equality before the Russian State, as different from the Ukrainian State where the Crimean Tatar people enjoyed preference as a more numerous one, and therefore the State was in fact implementing the policy of indirect opposition of different ethnicities and the authorities themselves created prerequisites for their clash, interethnic disputes and strife.

President Putin's decree mentions all previously deported peoples of Crimea (later, for the first time, the Italians were added to this list) and thus creates the environment for them to address the issues which are of equal social importance for them. The document also determines specific measures aimed at the development of cultural, spiritual and social aspects of every deported people's life.

The decree provides for support in creation and development of national and cultural autonomies, which considerably strengthens the status of national social associations and organizations of peoples that suffered mass repressions in the 40's of the XX century and guarantees the State protection and support for them. The term "national and cultural autonomy", which was regarded as unacceptable or even seditious in Ukraine, became reality in Russian Crimea.

However, we should note the complexity of the bureaucratic procedures of registration of a national and cultural autonomy and reporting on its activities which includes a strict penalty system for minor violations. This explains why activists of many national organizations on local level did not file the documents to obtain this status in order to avoid excessive obligations which are quite difficult to carry out as all those organizations operate on a voluntary basis.

In this context, it is preferable that the requirements for registration of national and cultural autonomies and especially the procedure of reporting on their activities would be softened. The statutes of those organizations do not generally provide for business activity but they are still obliged to regularly submit the reports showing its absence to the tax authorities.

The experience shows that in Russian Crimea national minorities obtained a real opportunity to hold a dialogue with the authorities and President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin himself guaranteed that their voices would be heard. In August 2015, the Head of State held his first meeting with the representatives of all national and religious organizations of Crimea in a round-table format to learn about their issues of concern and discuss the ways to address them. None of the four Ukrainian Presidents was ready for such direct communication. Kiev was inconsistent in its implementation of the State Programme for return and resettlement of the deported persons, having neither precise action plan nor sustainable funding. Those mistakes have to be addressed now. The action plan on revival of the peoples of Crimea that were subjected to repressions on the basis of ethnicity is scheduled up to 2020 and there is no reason to doubt that the process of resettlement of the returnees will be finished by that time. With that end in view, an appropriate legal basis is being created in the Republic of Crimea.

The Russian Federation has managed to successfully solve problems of the peoples that were subjected to repressions, and that gives hope to the Crimean returnees. For example, the compensations for the property lost during the deportation were paid in accordance with the federal law which was adopted yet in 1993. In order to let the eligible Crimeans to take advantage of this law, it should be amended as the compensation payment of 10,000 roubles, a sum sufficient to buy a three-room apartment in the 90's, has lost its value.

Freedom of movement and right to information

As it was mentioned above, the freedom of movement – one of the fundamental freedoms – was violated in regards to Bulgarians and other peoples deported by the Stalinist regime. It is unthinkable, that there is a need to talk about such violations in XXI century, this time by Ukraine, which has declared its commitment to democratic and European values. The transport blockade of Crimea which was organized by the Ukrainian authorities violates the Crimeans' ability to travel to the territory of Ukraine where relatives and friends of many Bulgarians live or rest. The political repressions carried out by the Ukrainian Side entailed the severance of ties between the Bulgarian social organizations and scientific and cultural institutions of Crimea and Ukraine. Both Association of Bulgarians in Ukraine (Odessa) and Kharkov State University were unable to accept the invitations sent by Regional Bulgarian National and Cultural Autonomy named after Paisii Hilendarski to VI Bulgarian Meetings International Festival which was held in Sevastopol and Yalta in 2015. For example, Professor Mikhail Stanchev, an ethnic Bulgarian, whose book "Bulgarians in the Russian Empire, USSR, CIS and Baltic States" was to be presented during the Festival, was threatened by the Ukrainian authorities with a dismissal, should he participate in this event.
In fact, the European Union which denies visas to Bulgarians of Crimea willing to visit Bulgaria, their ancestral land, also commits violations of the right to movement. For this reason, our organization cannot continue with the competency training in Bulgarian at the University of Sofia, which have been previously organized for entire groups on an annual basis. 

The Bulgarian side also discontinued its methodological and financial support for the Sunday school at the "Izvor" Cultural centre (Simferopol) which had been included by the Ministry of Education and Science of Bulgaria in a special support programme.

We have also been facing a media blackout on the part of the West. The presentation aimed at showing the economic, cultural and tourist potential of the Republic of Crimea held by our organization in Sofia (May 2016) jointly with the Business and Cultural Centre of the Republic of Crimea in Moscow was ignored by nearly all official Bulgarian mass media. 

In this context of the media and transport blockade, it is people's diplomacy and modern communication opportunities offered by the Internet and social networks that help us remain in touch with our historical homeland.
The voice of the Bulgarians of Crimea can be heard on the Crimean radio that broadcasts the weekly programme "Bulgarian Meetings". Unfortunately, the namesake programme on the First Crimean television channel has been recently closed down. It was replaced by the "EtnoKrym" (Ethnic Crimea) TV project, focusing on all the peoples of Crimea. We consider it an inadequate substitute and an unwise step which would not help break the media blockade. After all, the "Bulgarian Meetings" used to be watched over more than 20 years of its existence not only in Crimea, but also in Ukraine and in Bulgaria. Instead of continuing to use the popular programme as a tool that would contribute to the revival of Bulgarian culture, language and traditions (as provided for, inter alia, by the Decree of the President of the Russian Federation dated April 21, 2014), but as well as allow to "reach out" to fellow Bulgarians in both Ukraine and Bulgaria, a step was made that may be recognized there as a restriction on the right of the Bulgarians of Crimea to ethnic mass media. We, on our part, consider it an example of bad management in the context of reorganisation of public broadcasting, a short-sighted and reckless decision that borders on misunderstanding and hope that this deplorable mistake will be corrected.
There is no reason to speak about discriminatory actions against the Bulgarians of Crimea on ethnic grounds or the violation of any rights of our community. 

The Bulgarians of Crimea are full nationals of the Russian Federation; they profess orthodoxy freely within the Russian Orthodox Church; enjoy the right to freedom of thought and conscience; receive medical and social aid provided for by the law; hold meetings and other events at both the local and republican level; Bulgarian children attend schools and universities not only in Crimea, but also throughout the Russian Federation; they work on equal footing in all economic areas; hold positions of responsibility in public authorities and social organizations at all levels. The best example is perhaps the fact that Ivan Abazher, President of the Regional Bulgarian National-Cultural Autonomy of the Republic of Crimea named after Paisii Hilendarski and member of the Public Chamber of the Republic of Crimea, was entrusted with representing the Republic of Crimea within the Public Chamber of the Russian Federation.

Activities of the Regional Bulgarian National and Cultural Autonomy of the Republic of Crimea named after Paisii Hilendarski

The listing of the activities carried out by the association named after Paisii Hilendarski is long. However, we believe that our main achievement is that the Bulgarian words, traditions and culture have been enrooted in the mentality of all Crimeans and have become an integral part of all-Crimean culture. Other national communities actively take part in our holidays. Among the Bulgarian national holidays that have become very popular with our neighbours in our Crimean home are the following:
–
Babinden, January 21, (in ancient times it was the day when women honoured mid-wives who helped them to give birth and raise children. The customs typical to this holiday generally come to life within the walls of the Crimean Ethnographic Museum where we celebrate this holiday together);
–
Trifon Zarezan, February 14, (St. Trifon Zarezan is honoured by the Bulgarians as the patron of winegrowers and winemakers while the holiday of first ritual pruning of vines in his honour that is celebrated by our community together with Zolotaya Balka Farming Company on February 14 has adopted some features of a festival attracting many tourists to Crimea);
–
Baba Marta, March 1–9, (when spring comes, the Bulgarians give lucky amulets made of twisted red and white-coloured threads to each other as well as to friends from other communities, they burn "rubbish" that had accumulated during winter, etc. This and the other rituals of the holiday are shown in the scenario of the holiday);
–
Day of Slavonic Alphabet and Culture, May 24, (celebrated by the Bulgarian community together with other Slavic peoples using Cyrillic. The Republican Universal Library named after Ivan Franko where for the first time at our initiative the representatives of Slavic peoples planted an alley of roses named after Cyril and Methodius became centre of the holiday in 2017. The program also included a scientific conference, exhibitions, concert, etc.).
The Bulgarian Meetings International Festival held in such status since 2004 has become the largest and the most significant event for the Regional Bulgarian National and Cultural Autonomy named after Paisii Hilendarski, as well as a significant event for the cultural life of Crimea and a remarkable event for the Bulgarian community. Despite sanctions, the Bulgarian delegation was also amongst its participants. This year (2017), the Bulgarian Meetings are to gather once again the Bulgarians not only from Kuban and Crimea, but also from Moldova, Ukraine and Bulgaria.
Our partners
The Regional Bulgarian National and Cultural Autonomy named after Paisii Hilendarski in close cooperation with the Crimean Ethnographic Museum actively contributes to conservation, development and promotion of the Bulgarian culture. Through joint efforts they have managed to gather there a Bulgarian collection and organize a permanent Bulgarian exhibition, issue the first in Crimea catalog of the Bulgarian exhibit items, as well as to regularly organize joint holidays and other events. Our organization has contributed to the establishment of contacts between the Crimean Ethnographic Museum and the ethnology and ethnography department of the Sofia University named after Kliment Ohridski.

Constructive relations have been created between our community and the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Crimea. The Days of the Republic of Crimea in Bulgaria have become one of the most striking and significant joint events. The interaction with the Crimean University of Culture, Arts and Tourism with which we have signed a cooperation agreement has been developed with assistance of the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Crimea.
We would like to make special reference to another reliable partner and ally that we have got in Russian Crimea, namely the House of Friendship. The representatives of various peoples have dreamed for a long time of such ethnic centre in the heart of the republic; however the numerous appeals to establish it have been ignored by the Ukrainian authorities. The House of Friendship budgetary institution has been created only in Russian Crimea and all communities have already managed to assess its effectiveness. Our public organization interacts with the Friendship House experts and many times received a qualified guidance in preparation for events, sound equipment and transport.
Naturally, deportation has caused an irreparable damage to the Crimean Bulgarians (many villages, which were previously Bulgarian, have been renamed and populated mainly by people of other nationalities); however it is already impossible today to imagine Crimea without Bulgarians. Our people has managed once again find its place among other ethnicities of the peninsula. The Bulgarian community has really gained credibility. We have representatives in the Council of Nationalities of the Council of Ministers of Crimea and we work closely with a specialized committee of the State Council of the Republic of Crimea.
Our organization is well known in Bulgaria. We have a long history of cooperation with the State Agency for Bulgarians Abroad (Bulgarian: Държавна агенция за българите в чужбина); the Sofia University; the Ethnographic Museum in Bulgaria; the Bulgarian Telegraph Agency (BTA) and Bulgarian media throughout the world. All of this allows us through lessons learned and contacts established to facilitate cooperation between Bulgaria and Russia, to resist the information blockade and to bring the truth about Crimea to all our compatriots throughout the world.
