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PRESS RELEASE
In KoSice, Slovakia, 21 January 2025

Court dismisses lawsuit alleging discrimination against Roma child in access to
education during the Covid-19 pandemic.

At a hearing on 20 January 2025, the District Court in PreSov dismissed an anti-discrimination
lawsuit alleging discrimination against a disadvantaged Roma child in access to education
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The District Court, as the court of first instance, decided the case
after the Court of Appeal overturned its first decision upholding the lawsuit and remanded the
case back to it for a new decision. The court of first instance, bound by the legal opinion of the
Court of Appeal, dismissed the action this time. It found that the defendant State had not treated
the applicant in adiscriminatory manner. According to the Court, at a time of an emergency such
as the covid pandemic, the State sought to ensure the educational process for all children in the
most reasonable way. These were exceptional circumstances in which the protection of public
health came first. A written copy of the judgment has not yet been served on the parties to the
dispute. The applicant has the right to appeal against the judgment. The applicant was provided
with free legal representation in the court proceedings by the non-governmental organisation
Centre for Civil and Human Rights (Poradia pre obcianske a 'udské prava) as part of its strategic
litigation programme in discrimination cases. The case highlights the disadvantages in access
to digital technologies and the internet faced by some groups in Slovak society, which are of a
wider systemic nature.

The anti-discrimination lawsuit was filed in 2022 against the Slovak Republic, represented by the
Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak Republic. The plaintiff argued that the
defendant state should have taken effective measures to ensure that she and other Roma children from
marginalized communities had equal access to the internet, the necessary digital technologies and skills
before introducing distance online education during the covid-19 pandemic. Or should have ensured
effective elementary education by means other than digital technologies during the interrupted time of
full-time teaching. However, she said, the state has failed to act in this regard and has not taken the
necessary measures.

At trial, the plaintiff pointed to the severe disadvantages in access to the internet, digital technology and
skills that she and her family faced in real terms. She also highlighted the wider systemic nature of the
problem. She pointed to research findings that confirmed that a huge number of children in Slovakia
faced the same disadvantages in access to education as she did during the pandemic.

The District Court in PreSov initially upheld the anti-discrimination claim in its entirety by judgment of 6
November 2023. It ruled that the defendant State, represented by the Ministry of Education, had
discriminated against the applicant in her access to education on the grounds of her social origin,
property and Roma ethnic origin and had also violated her right of access to information.

Following an appeal filed by the defendant, the case was decided by the Regional Court in PreSov as
the Court of Appeal. By decision of 22 October 2024, it reversed the judgment of the District Court and
returned the case to it for further proceedings and decision. In doing so, the Court of Appeal expressed
the legal opinion that the defendant had not committed the discrimination complained of in the case in
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question, since the circumstances at the time of the pandemic were exceptional, in which the protection
of public health came to the fore. Thus, according to the Court of Appeal, the State sought to ensure the
educational process for all children in the most reasonable way.

At the hearing on 20 January 2025, the District Court in PreSov, bound by the legal opinion of the Court
of Appeal, dismissed the anti-discrimination claim, concluding that in the present case the defendant
had not committed discrimination against the applicant. The Court will give more detailed reasons for its
decision in a written judgment which it will deliver to the parties in the coming weeks.

The decision is not final and the applicant plans to appeal against it. The case will thus be brought back
to the Regional Court in PreSov.

Veronika Duzdova, the applicant's grandmother, said of the court's decision:

"I am disappointed with the court's decision. | believe that the higher courts will do us justice. My
granddaughter was a first grader at the time. | still think that the state did not do enough to ensure that
our Roma children could be properly educated during the covid pandemic. "

Commenting on the decision, Vanda Durbakova, counsel for the defendant, said:

"We will appeal against the district court's judgment. The state simply failed at the time of the
pandemic when it did not take effective measures to remove the barriers to access to distance online
education that Roma children from disadvantaged communities faced. We hope that the higher courts
will accept our legal arguments and uphold the lawsuit."

We want to thank everyone who supports our strategic litigation, with special thanks to the Digital
Freedom Fund (DFF) for their support.

CONTACTS: Vanda Durbakova — attorney- legal representative of the applicant; phone.: + 421 908
695 531;

e-mail: vanda.durbakova@poradna-prava.sk

The Center for Civil and Human Rights (Poradihia pre obéianske a ludské prava) is a non-
governmental grass- root organization dedicated to the protection of human rights and freedoms, with a
focus on the protection of minority rights and protection against discrimination. It has long been focusing
on issues of discrimination against the Roma ethnic group in various areas of life in Slovakia. It also
focuses on the protection of reproductive rights and the issue of police violence. In its work, the Centre
develops a method of strategic litigation in cases of discrimination and violation of human rights of
minorities. It provides free legal advice in selected cases of human rights violations and free legal
representation in proceedings before Slovak courts and the European Court of Human Rights in
Strasbourg. It also carries out field monitoring, advocacy activities in relation to state institutions and
conducts educational activities in the field of protection against discrimination for the professional and
lay public. Website: https://poradna-prava.sk/en/

You can suuport our work also by financial contribution.
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