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I. Introduction
     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a [FTN 1] They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b Adjudicators may also wish to review the applicable chapter of the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and other publicly available material on conditions in this country. c
II. Context and Overview of Recent Developments
     [2] Almost eight years have passed since Bulgaria emerged from membership in the Soviet Bloc to become a democracy reflecting the will of its people in a series of successful and transparent elections.a Progress on economic and social reform, however, slowed in the mid-1990’s and was effectively halted for two years when in 1994 the Bulgarian Socialist Party, which groups many elements from the Communist era, gained a parliamentary majority and opened the way to an increased level of crime and corruption and eventually a virtual economic implosion.b Presidential (late 1996) and parliamentary (April 1997) elections dealt the BSP a stinging 

____________________________

[FTN 1] By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators asses the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about county conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; and other information relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in Section 101 (a)(42) of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA).    

rebuff and handed the United Democratic forces a mandate to pursue economic reform and anti-crime measures.c Early indications such as establishing an IMF-required Currency Board, opening to public scrutinysecurity files of top officials, and a reinvestigation of lapsed privatization efforts are encouraging signs.d The new government’s desire for NATO and European Community membership is a strong incentive for continuing the reform process.  e    

     [3] While the country ahs largely overcome its mistreatment that in past decades led many to seek sanctuary abroad from abuse on political, ethnic, or religious grounds, some minorities are still disadvantaged and there remain problems of religious freedom and in the treatment of detainees and prisoners.a The bleak economic situation and crime push large numbers of Bulgarians to seek a better life elsewhere, a pattern set by the half-million Bulgarians – 4.25% of the population – who have emigrated since 1990.b With many Western European countries rejecting Bulgarian asylum claims under the `safe country of origin’ concept, the pressure to come here remains intense. c
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions
     [4] Most Bulgarians claims are on political or ethnic (race or nationality) grounds. a
     A. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [5] Until 1989 Bulgaria was a Communist country, and mistreatment `of political dissidents could be draconian.a The regime was cruel and arbitrary, but those who prospered (or whose relatives did) in terms of education, employment and travel clearly were not in serious difficulties with the authorities.b Non-membership in the Communist Party could inhibit upward mobility for the elite.c Claims of pre-1989 dissident activity or membership in anti-communist groups or publicly  expressed anti-regime opinions should be reviewed carefully, for the ruthless authorities were highly effective at repression.d In our view, political conditions have so altered in the past eight years as to remove any presumption that past mistreatment under the Communists will lead to future difficulties with the authorities. e
     [6] Bulgarian applicants often cite participation in 1989 – 1990 demonstrations or membership in then activist organizations such as the Podkrepe labor federation of Ecoglasnost, a police-environmental grouping, which have long since gone mainstream.a Now that the country has rejected its Communist past, applicants express concern over retribution from unreconstructed apparatchiks from the Communist era.b There is no evidence that remaining such elements seek retribution against individuals, who moreover have open recourse to the country’s administrative and judicial authorities and/or to internal relocation. c
     [7] Particularly after 1994 Bulgaria saw a renewed rise in corruption, with widespread racketeering and extortion sometimes linked to individuals who are politically active.a Such armed groups as the Bortsi (wrestlers) are powerful enforcers, but they are criminal organizations rather than part of the government.b The authorities are seeking to control such activities but are having trouble eradicating them.c To bring their case under our asylum legislation, applicants tend to portray the results of crime or corruption as linked in some fashion to their political views or activities.d Likewise the occasional mistreatment of persons in custody or incarceration is usually presented in similar terms. e
     B. Claims Based on Race
     [8] Claims under this rubric come most frequently from ethnic Turks (about 10% of the population), gypsies (6% of the population) or the small Macedonian community.a Ethnic Turks suffered in the 1980’s from the government’s assimilation policy, dramatically symbolized by force name change and the mass departure of large numbers of Turks in early 1989.b This policy has been reversed, and on-the-ground relations with other Bulgarians are generally harmonious as economic considerations have long since replaced Communist era repression as the driving force on the emigration of Turks.c There continues to be some prejudice on a personal basis against this economically marginalized group. d
     [9] Although their situation is perhaps less difficult than elsewhere in the Balkans.a Bulgarian’s half-million Gypsies (Roma) encounter prejudice and discrimination – and episodic violence – from both authorities and the general population, particularly in rural areas.b Adjudicators should be aware that some applicants claim without foundation to be Roma and that many gypsies have long `passed’ and may not actually have suffered any discrimination.c Please see also the lengthy discussion of the situation of gypsies in our Country Reports. d
     [10] The Macedonian minority of several thousand in the extreme southwest (representing perhaps more a historical and sentimental grouping than an ethnicity or nationality) provides a number of applicants claiming membership in OMO-Ilinden, an organization that the government refuses to register on the grounds that it illegally advocates separatism.a Lacking registration, it has on occasion been denied permission for meeting and marches, leading to confrontations with the authorities.b While it is possible that activists might encounter mistreatment under some circumstances, mere membership and/or support do not, in our view, form grounds for significant concern. c
     [11] The tiny Armenian and Jewish (see also below) communities occupy respected professional, academic or artisanal niches in the society and rarely encounter targeted difficulties. a
     C. Claims Based on Nationality
     [12] see Claims Based on Race above. a
     D. Claims Based on Religion
     [13] The status of religion under the Communists was complex.a The authorities promoted atheism and discouraged church attendance, particularly by the young, and imposed constraints on religious organizations.b Particular zeal or activism sometimes incurred harassment, and overt worship could limit professional advancement. c
     [14] With the fall of the Communist regime the situation changed profoundly.a From 1990 to 1993 freedom of religion blossomed virtually unfettered before giving way to a popular backlash against `non-traditional’ religious groups.b Although the constitution provides for religious freedom, the discrimination against them has increased both as a result of government action and popular intolerance.c The requirement that groups whose activities have a religious element register with the government remains an obstacle to some denied groups, such as Jehovah’s witnesses and world of life.d The Bulgarian and Armenian Orthodox Churches, Judaism, and Catholicism are recognized as `traditional’ religions, and an additional 25 groups (representing 1.5% of the population) are officially registered.e Even some registered groups, e.g. the Mormons, have encountered difficulties. f
     [15] The Government refused most requests for visas and residence permits for foreign missionaries, and some missionaries have come under physical attack in the street or at home.a The police response can be indifferent despite the expressed concern of the government about such cases.b Our Country Reports describe these problems.c Much of the public and official disdain for non-traditional groups derives from their foreign tries and relatives success despite restrictions in attracting new members.d Despite occasional heavy-handed restrictions by the authorities, official harassment has in most instances been directed at foreigners.e A growing number of Bulgarian asylum applicants cite conversion, often after coming to this country, to one or another of these groups. f
     [16] Adjudicators should also review the 1997 report on `United States Policies in Support of Religious Freedom: Focus on Christians.’ a
     E. Claims Based on Social Groups   

     [17] Some applicants cite their homosexuality, we are unaware of specific provisions of Bulgarian law to protect gay rights, but the country is signatory to the European convention which in effect does so.a There are a few sites where gays gather and gay organizations exist.b Popular attitudes toward homosexuality reflect perhaps outdated stereotypes, leading most Bulgarian homosexuals not to reveal their sexual preference. c
     [18] Applicants have advanced claims based on conscientious objections. Military service is compulsory for men.a Despite a constitutional provision that envisages alternative service, it has not yet been instituted although the current government has it under consideration.b Individuals can face incarceration for a refusal of military service, although conscientious objectors generally receive suspended sentences, as has occurred recently with two religious objectors.c The draft is scheduled to be reduced to one year from its months (9 months for university graduates). d
IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators
     [19] Communist Bulgaria, like other Communist states, despite or perhaps because of its nature, set great store by the punctilious and formal recording of its actions.a Hence documents, e.g. employment and military books, judicial, educational and medical records, followed Bulgarians through life, and applicants may reasonably be expected, in our view, to submit the readily available documentation – whether pre- or post-1989 – to corroborate at least some aspects of their accounts. b
     [20] Passports became routinely available in 1989.a Many applicants came to this country on passports issued years before their departure, reflecting little urgency about leaving during increasingly less difficult days. Adjudicators may wish to check dates of issuance.b We are unaware of any stigma or punishment for asylum seekers who return, voluntarily or otherwise.c On the contrary, we are aware of cases of asylum seekers who returned to Bulgaria for various reasons and stayed for years as a time without any difficulties. d
     [21] The exceptionally strong `push factor’ in emigration is reflected in findings by experts that a third of the population consider themselves potential emigrants.a A substantial number of Bulgarians turned down for asylum in Canada have come to this country to seek a more favorable outcome here.b Many Bulgarians arrive EWI via Mexico. Interest in the U.S. Diversity Lottery for immigrant visas has been very high, with Bulgarians ranking 4th in the world for success in the lottery for FY 1998.c Illegal overstays from non-immigrant visas remain a problem. d
Appendix

Chronology of Recent Significant Events

February 12, 1997
Caretaker Cabinet named.

April 13, 1997

United Democratic Force trounces Socialists in 

                                         parliamentary elections.    

July 1, 1997


Currency Board goes into effect under IMF 

                                         program.                   

August 8, 1997

President signs legislation on access to Communist 

                                         era security files.

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 

NOTE: The text of this report was drawn from the Department of State’s original version, font enlarged for ease of review and the paragraphs numbered for ease of reference. Those Department of State reports for which a comprehensive source and statement-by-statement PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment have been prepared contain an alphabetic superscript at the end of each sentence. To order a report-specific PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment, email your request to politicalasylum@gmail.com or call us at 1(609) 497 – 7663. 

Internal File: Bulgaria (September 1997) Country Report on Human Rights Practices 
PARDS Report-Specific Source & Reliability Assessment
PARDS Report-Specific Source
and Report Reliability Assessment
     To order a comprehensive Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment of the D.o.S. Bulgaria Country Report on Human Rights Practices (1970s – Present),  International Religious Freedom Report (2000 – Present), latest Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, or obtain claim-relevant documentation call PARDS 1 (609) 497 - 7663.
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WARNING: By regulation, D.o.S. Profiles of Asylum Claims Reports are a part of the record, principal lens, but inherently flawed means by which adjudicators come to understand country conditions, standard by which to assess asylum, withholding of removal, and Convention against Torture claim plausibility and merit. This report contains internal inconsistencies, distortions, and omissions intended to undermine petitioner credibility, claim plausibility and merit. Underline all claim-relevant statements. Circle or highlight distortions. Compare and contrast claim content with this report noting themes omitted by D.o.S. Any uncorrected deviation between content of petitioner’s claim and testimony, and this report, provide a basis for claim denial. Internal inconsistencies, distortions, and omissions are correctable through: (1) a PARDS Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment, (2) internationally known/ respected country experts, and (3) claim-relevant documentation available from PARDS. Font size was increased for ease of review, paragraphs numbered and sentences identified by alphabetic super script for ease of reference, and report-specific outline attached.

