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Danish Prime Minster, Anders Fogh Rasmussen is known for his sense of discipline, no nonsense attitudes in politics and his unwavering faith in his own righteousness of opinion.

This has made him very popular among rightwing voters as well as helped him to win two elections, since 2001.

From the start, he has cultivated an image of result oriented politician who would go to any length to get his way. This course of course of action has often landed him in difficulties and in being branded as arrogant and emotionless.

Two recent developments in Denmark testify to Prime Minster’s lack of political judgement and lack of diplomatic sense.  

During the initial stages of the controversy of the publication of Prophet Mohammed caricatures in JyllandsPosten, Mr. Rasmussen’s handling of the crises attracted universal condemnation. He not only refused to meet a delegation of ambassadors from 11 major Muslim countries but also soon after went on television to lecture the Muslim World on the virtues of democracy and freedom of expression. 

He thus not only failed to grasp the seriousness of the situation but steadfastly refused to listen to any advice. He believed that constant denial of any responsibility and an offensive attitude was the best defence of his policies. 

Split society

That course of action earned him rebukes from many international personalities, caused a loss of millions of dollars of export revenues, anger and disgust of all Muslim countries and people and split the Danish society in to Islam haters and humanists. 

If it was not for the relentless pressure from the Danish industry and business community, he would still be insisting that he has done nothing wrong. The Arab boycott of Danish products and street as well as government anger in most Muslim countries only subsided after the Danish businesses took large Ads in the press with apologies to the Muslim world and clearly stating that freedom of expression must take in to account people’s religious sensibilities. 

Very recently, it came to the public knowledge that Prime Minister’s Office was given advice by the Danish Foreign Office to deal with the Caricature issue in a diplomatic manner. Not only this was not followed up but the news was kept hidden for months. 

When the opposition asked for a public or parliamentary enquiry into the whole Caricature affair, the PM refused, by saying that there was no basis for such time consuming exercise. This is in contrast to his public pledge of an open and transparent government as well as accountability.

Media coverage

The seriousness of the situation is mirrored in hundreds of articles and TV reports, Denmark has been covered by the international media. Right from a very critical American TV Channel NBC’s 60 Minutes programme, to a special Danish edition of 4 pages biting reportage in Germany’ s most respected and serious Weekly Die Zeit(March 2006), all most all coverage has been against Danish government’s clumsy handing. Die Zeit concluded that no other country in Europe has given so much freedom to anti-immigrant solutions as Denmark has.

The Swedish Green Party’s Parliament member, Gustav Fridolin went so far as to ask Swedes to boycott Denmark because of its racism and  Islamophobia.

(Newspaper Politiken, 30.03.2006)

Business pressure

He even succeeded offending his traditional base, the industry and business community. It was actually the conciliatory media campaigns in the Arab world by the largest Diary firm Arla that calmed the anger and resulted in the resumption of the Danish diary products in the market. Government did nothing to soothe the wounds. On the contrary, the Prime Minster kept secret many important letters from the Muslim ambassadors and his own Foreign Minster. These documents clearly show that the Prime Minister mislead the public and lied about the contents.

Now after nearly 8 month’s heated debates in the Danish and International circuits for and against freedom of expression versus protection of minorities, an independent experts report has been published. (Politiken Newspaper 25 May 2006)

Independent enquiry

The report was ordered by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and it was presented and discussed in the Danish Parliament on 24th May 2006. The report concluded that the Danish government bears the main responsibility for bungling the whole Caricature Affair.

“ By totally rejecting any argument other than the validity of the notion of total freedom of expression, the dialogue was blocked. That may be, was the real insult in the Caricature affair. The point was not so much that their Prophet was insulted but that Muslims feeling of being insulted, was not accepted or acknowledged by the Danish government.” said the 3 experts. They further argued that; “ The example of the Caricature case clearly indicates that Denmark in practice did not want a dialogue because opponents viewpoints were not accepted and because taking part in a dialogue was considered as giving up ones own values.”      

ECRI Report

The second example of the Prime Minster Mr. Rasmussen’s arrogance is his response to ECRI – the Council of Europe’s watchdog on racism and intolerance. ECRI published its latest report on racism and discrimination in Denmark on 16th May 2006.

In this 86 pages report ECRI has expressed its regret the way, Danish People’s Party demonises Muslim communities and yet is a coalition partner with the government, ECRI’s report showed particular concern to the following;

· Strict laws concerning Danish citizenship, Integration law and  Aliens law and  their hindering for ethnic minorities to obtain citizenship, be united with the family members and  have the possibility to obtain social services on the equal footing with the rest of the public

· Non stop negative political statements and  media treatment of the minorities especially the Muslim communities

· The infrequent use of law against racial discrimination

· Lack of co-ordinated policies which can guaranty equal access to education, work and  housing

· Lack of ratification of the European Social Pact and  Convention regarding legal protection of migrant workers

· Lack of funding for NGOs

· A very damaging atmosphere in public debates to have a dialogue

· Concern for the increase in intolerance towards ethnic minorities 

Despite its praise for the progress made since the 2001 report, the new review criticised the government for not implementing several previous recommendations. In addition, it found that “the general climate has continued to deteriorate in Denmark, with some politicians and parts of the media constantly projecting a negative image of minority groups in general, and Muslims in particular. The government was also blasted for having close relations with the anti-immigrant Danish People's Party.”

(The Copenhagen Post 17.05.2006)

Prime Minister’s response

To all critical points ECRI’s report mentioned, the response from the Danish Prime Minister is;” A report which claims that Denmark treats its minorities badly, belongs in the dustbin.”   He also mentioned in his weekly press meeting on 16th May 2006, that he is not bothered by ECRI’s report. “ECRI made this report based on hear and see principle where one listens a bit here, a bit there and then complies a report. This we can not take seriously”. Said the Prime Minister. (MetroXPress and Urban newspapers 17 May 2006)

Prime Minister’s remarks were criticised by spokespersons of two important political parties, the Socialist People’s Party and the Radical Left. They described official reaction as “Chronic allergy towards international criticism.

It would be difficult to talk about rights in the world when, we ourselves reject criticism”. 

It is interesting to note that ECRI’s recommendations are always suggestions and are meant to raise a voice on behalf of the victims of discrimination. The Chairperson of ECRI – Eva Smith who herself is an eminent Danish Professor of Law - is so disappointed on the official Danish reaction that she personally wrote a 10 pages long letter to the Danish government and admonished it to listen attentively, what the report says, look into the charges and try to rectify the mistakes. “ ECRI is a voice for those who are discriminated in different European states and point to the problems which in fact exist but states normally try to ignore.” said the professor. To the question, concerning Danish government’s description of the report as useless, Professor Smith was quoted in the newspaper (Politiken21 May 2006) as Saying;” I really do not know, what sort of Denmark, the government looks at.”  

These two above mentioned examples illustrate how easily, a good politician can loose his sense for fairness and offer justice at the alter of power.

Knee jerk reaction to criticism

Unfortunately, these are not the only incidents, where the Danish Prime Minister, his party spokespersons or his ministers have acted without much reflection. In the past 5 years, Denmark has been criticised by ECRI, UN Human Rights Commission, UN High Commission for Refugee, CERD and Amnesty International. Each time, the reaction is arrogant rejection. When UN Special reporter on racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and intolerance Doudou Diéne criticised the Danish government for breaching all 3 paragraphs in the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights in relation to Caricature Case, Jens Rohde, the spokesperson for Prime Minister’s own Liberal Party commented; ” I shall not condemn the caricatures. A man from Senegal who sits in a centre for racial discrimination should not control our way of thinking”. 

It goes without saying that John Rohde’s statement says more about his mindset than Mr Diéne’s criticism which was supported by Lecturer Sten Müller of Århus University as well as the director of Institute of Human Rights, Morten Kjærum. Both meant that the Danish government failed to live up to its duties and responsibilities.

 (Politiken 19.03.2006) 

 One of the most respected lawyers in Denmark,Sune skadegaard Thorsen who is the chairman of the Danish branch of International Commission of Jurists and  board member of Institute for Human Rights wrote a detailed essay in the second largest Danish newspaper, Politiken – 24 May 2006 – and  appealed to the Danish government to acknowledge the practice of racism and  discrimination in Denmark. “ the government resolutely clings to the straw of freedom of expression whenever it explains racist statements” said Mr Thorsen.         
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