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Public Statement Regarding David Scheffel’s Arrest and Incarceration in Slovakia 

 

In August 2017, I was notified that police investigators in the Slovak city of Prešov  wanted 

to speak with me. I called the police headquarters and was told that a Romani girl and her 

father had accused me of sexual misconduct in the course of anthropological research that I 

had engaged in since 2015. It involved interviews with mostly juvenile Romani sex workers 

in a number of communities near Prešov. I had obtained approval from the ethics board of 

my university -- Thompson Rivers University in Kamloops, BC -- for this research. Prostitution 

of Romani juveniles is a well-known phenomenon in eastern Slovakia, which has one of the 

highest concentrations of Roma in Europe. Most of them live in rural ghettos under Third 

World conditions one doesn’t expect in the European Union. Poverty, illiteracy, premature 

death, and crime are widespread. 

 

Between 2015 and 2017 I conducted close to 200 interviews with Roma who either 

identified themselves as sex workers or who possessed relevant information about factors 

associated with prostitution. This is the most extensive study of the subject ever conducted 

anywhere in Europe. Some preliminary results are about to be published in the British 

journal Anthropology Today. 

 

During a couple of telephone calls with Prešov police, I learned that I hadn’t been formally 

charged with any crime, that the case was being investigated, and that they would welcome 

an opportunity to talk to me. Eager to clear my name, I agreed to a meeting on November 

10 and travelled -- at my own expense -- to Slovakia. The morning after my arrival, at 6:30 to 

be precise, nine police officers entered my residence with a search warrant in hand. They 

confiscated every piece of electronic equipment as well as an old rifle which I had assumed 

to be an air gun. It used to belong to my father, and I had taken it to Slovakia, together with 

old paintings, books, and other family possessions, after the death of my parents in Holland 

several years ago. The rifle seemed dysfunctional to my untrained eye, there was no 

ammunition, and I had brought it along simply out of piety. As it turned out, it is a 22-calibre 

gun that requires a license, which I don’t have. That prompted the first formal charge 

against me. 

 

After the house search, I was taken to the police headquarters in Prešov and placed in a cell. 

I spent 75 hours there on a diet of inedible gruel, white rolls, and tap water which I had to 

drink from my cupped hands. I was denied a toothbrush or toothpaste, as well as any 

outdoor exercise. Throughout the three days and nights, I heard screams and moans from 

people occupying adjoining cells, most of them Roma. When the noise went on for too long, 

the guards pounded at the door and screamed abuse and threats at the culprit. “Uttering 

threats” is a punishable offence in Slovakia, and the bulk of the country’s prisoners sit out 

sentences related to the infamous “paragraph 360”. 
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While I was in the holding cell, police worked feverishly to provide a justification for my 

arrest. When I finally appeared before a judge, the prosecutor argued that enough evidence 

had been amassed to justify remanding me until trial, especially in view of my status as a 

foreigner who was likely to abscond given the opportunity. The judge agreed and refused to 

grant me bail. Six months later, I remain in pre-trial confinement. 

 

The first two-and-a-half months of my imprisonment were the worst. I spent them at the 

Prešov  remand centre, an old facility in dire need of modernization, confined to my cell 

except for an hour-long walk each day in a crowded outdoor corridor. I was allowed one 

telephone call per week (for a maximum of 20 minutes), one visit per month, and one parcel 

of personal items (maximum 2 kg) every three months. Twice per week we were permitted 

to shower for up to five minutes. Remanded inmates are normally kept under this strict 

regime for a few days and then transferred to a “reduced regime” ward where one can 

interact with other inmates in a common corridor. Even the prison guards wondered why 

my transfer took that long, and I suspect that the delay was caused by the prosecutor’s 

determination to make my defence as difficult as possible. While I was forced to while away 

my time with the reading of communist-era novels from the prison library, police 

investigators were busy searching for witnesses who would prop up their charges against 

me. Due to my isolation, I could not mount a meaningful response. 

 

The charges against me kept mounting. The original complaint had been lodged by one of 

my interviewees, who claimed that her mother had “sold” her to me. The impulse for the 

charge clearly originated with the girl’s father -- whom I know well -- in order to gain 

custody of his children from his estranged wife. I had never met this woman, and she 

testified to that effect and vehemently denied her daughter’s accusations. As the initial case 

threatened to disintegrate, police investigators identified additional alleged victims willing 

to testify against me -- all relatives of the original accuser. During subsequent examinations 

attended by my lawyer, many of the testimonies were withdrawn or contradicted. For 

example, one of the girls had claimed to have been offered E1,000 for sex, while another 

had tried to place me in a Prešov  hotel, committing a criminal act, at a time when I was in 

Canada. Faced with these problems, the police pulled out their trump card and charged me 

with sexual assault. The complainants are two teenagers confined to a youth detention 

centre on account of criminal activities, drug abuse, and sexual misconduct. According to 

the facility’s director, both are habitually dishonest. My lawyer managed to have the mother 

of one of the girls interviewed by police in his presence, and she dismissed the accusations 

as baseless fabrication. 

 

The third serious charge I face is the making and dissemination of child pornography. This 

probably stems from my original accuser’s allegation that I had forced her to undress in 

order to videotape and photograph her. No such pictures were ever made, and the police 

expert didn’t find anything of the kind in my laptop or the rest of the confiscated electronic 
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equipment. What he did find in my extensive digital photo library was a handful of pictures 

that would be at home in an anthropology textbook or a National Geographic article. These 

pictures had been taken at the request of the subjects, and they were meant to illustrate a 

significant theme in my research: Romani prostitution is not simply a source of income in 

communities chronically deprived of meaningful economic opportunities. It is also a gesture 

of defiance. Similar to the subjugation of most colonized societies -- including Canada’s 

Aboriginal people -- East European Roma were expected to assimilate into mainstream 

society, and one of the tools used in this process was the imposition of guilt and shame 

about traditional practices. Permissive attitudes to sexuality were targeted in the name of 

civilization and Christianity. In Slovakia, this “cleansing” process continued into the 

communist era when Roma were singled out as an undesirable population, and Romani 

women were subjected to mass sterilizations. My research leads me to believe that the 

libertarian views and practices of Romani adolescents -- and especially the juvenile 

prostitutes -- convey an element of disdain for the middle-class values imposed by 

mainstream institutions. In many of my interviews, girls as young as twelve and thirteen 

underlined sexual pleasure as an important factor in their desire for multiple partners, and 

they contrasted this with sexual repression among their white Slovak peers. 

 

My research also uncovered considerable risks associated with juvenile prostitution. Most of 

the girls I interviewed had very limited knowledge of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) 

and appropriate protective measures. By far the majority admitted to high-risk sexual 

practices that at times resulted in pregnancy. Given the enormous growth in international 

migration among Slovak Roma, including sex workers (many of them move frequently 

between Slovakia, the Czech Republic and UK), and their willingness to engage in unsafe sex, 

a major STD epidemic may be just a question of time. Several outbreaks of STDs have 

already occurred in recent years in one of Slovakia’s largest Romani urban ghettos in the city 

of Trebišov. Just a few months ago, media reported yet another syphilis epidemic there, 

which credible sources attribute to juvenile prostitution. One physician claimed publicly that 

girls as young as 8 and 9 participated in the local sex trade, but the doctor was quickly 

silenced by her employer. Media questions about the causes and extent of the city’s Romani 

prostitution have gone unanswered. 

 

That takes me back to my own investigations. As I improved rapport with my informants, I 

learned that, as in Trebišov, in the region where I work girls around and even below the age 

of ten participate in sex work. Slightly older girls often form sexualized same-sex friendships, 

and some of them described how groups of these teenagers are hired by men -- Roma and 

white Slovaks alike -- to “spice up” parties. There, they put on “lesbo shows” as a prelude to 

more conventional sex work. Since syphilis spreads easily through heterosexual as well as 

homosexual contacts, the expectation that outbreaks of this disease will multiply seems 

inevitable. 
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None of this has been investigated by Slovak researchers or social workers who so diligently 

scrutinize “excluded communities” of Roma for signs of maladaptive behaviour. The role of 

the police is particularly interesting. On many counts, Slovakia could be described as a police 

state. It has one of the largest police forces in the EU (approx. one police officer for every 

200 residents), and police play a major role in keeping the “Roma problem” under control. 

The current government has invested heavily in boosting police presence in problematic 

Romani ghettos where they adhere to a repressive “law and order” strategy. As a result, 

Slovak prisons are overflowing with Roma, many of them youths who have been found 

guilty of minor misdemeanours.  

 

When it comes to really significant social problems -- such as usury, which is rampant, and 

prostitution -- police are far less active. Most of my informants claimed that police know 

about juvenile prostitution and do nothing about it. Some of the older sex workers boasted 

about clients among police officers and visits to police stations for that purpose. I taped 

these testimonies. One reason for holding back on the making of any public statements 

about my situation was my fear that the collection of interviews stored in my laptop may 

have been tampered with or deleted. Luckily, most of the material seems to be intact, and I 

plan to use it in my defence. 

 

One of the taped conversations features a fourteen-year-old girl describing an encounter 

she had with a Prešov  police investigator visiting her school in search of under-age pregnant 

girls. These spot checks include teachers -- who report such girls in the first place -- and 

physicians who subsequently examine them. My informant claims to have been subjected to 

unwanted sexual advances by the police investigator who subsequently visited her at home 

and repeatedly tried to convince her to become his girlfriend. In another interview, a 

trusted informant details his detention at a Prešov  police station where several officers 

allegedly took turns discharging their Taser guns into his body. After collapsing, he was 

doused with cold water, and the ordeal was repeated several more times.  

 

Yet another taped interview deals with a party at a Prešov  hotel that was attended by 

several juvenile prostitutes. They claim to have been hired by a group of visiting professional 

athletes that allegedly included a prominent member of the Slovak national ice hockey 

team. In the conversation, giggling girls describe intimate details of the men’s anatomy. Yet 

another account covers the activities of a Prešov  disc jockey who is claimed to visit a 

Romani settlement every day in order to procure sexual services from young girls.  

 

I repeat that my informants -- and their clients -- don’t seem unduly concerned about police 

interference. Prešov  media rarely go beyond routine pack-page notices about Romani boys 

sent to prison after impregnating under-age partners, and should this change in the near 

future, it will more likely be due to police activity triggered and assisted by my research than 

self-motivated criminal investigations.  
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Why, then, have I received so much police attention despite the lack of credible allegations? 

If the crimes I am charged with occur routinely without much of a police response, why are 

local police so eager to subject me to what is likely to become a show trial? 

 

The most plausible explanation I can think of is an attempt by Slovak authorities to 

demonstrate how concerned they are about the welfare of Roma, despite overwhelming 

evidence to the contrary. And what better way than to discredit the “Canadian professor” 

who has criticized their duplicity, and brand him as a sex offender? 

 

If this scenario seems far-fetched, it is useful to consider it against the backdrop of current 

Slovak politics. A few months ago, the Slovak president himself described his country as a 

“mafia state” run by a powerful clique of corrupt politicians propped up by oligarchs of 

dubious backgrounds and servile police authorities. This nexus was the focus of the 

investigative journalist Jan Kuciak, who was murdered in. The assassination, and the 

government’s inadequate response to it, triggered a wave of mass protests throughout the 

country on a scale not seen since the overthrow of communism. The demonstrators 

demanded, and eventually achieved, the resignation of the prime minister, the minister of 

the interior, and the national police chief. But these changes have been largely cosmetic, 

and the mafia-like clique remains in power. 

 

The symptoms of the “illiberal democracy” (a term coined by the Hungarian prime minister 

Viktor Orban) installed in Slovakia and other post-communist countries affect the 

administration of law and the prison system. I feel them every day. Their outstanding 

attribute is the maintenance of communist-era habits and norms while hollow obeisance is 

given to Western innovations.  

 

Take the example of the remand system. During the communist era, most people accused of 

a crime were automatically taken into custody where they awaited trial. In Western 

countries, by contrast, presumption of innocence is such a powerful principle that remand is 

used only in exceptional circumstances. In most post-communist countries, including 

Slovakia, presumption of innocence and the right to liberty have been enshrined in new 

constitutions, but the remanding of untried individuals continues en masse without any 

concern for the irreversible damage this practice inflicts on the lives of people affected by it, 

including the accused person’s family. European watchdogs such as as the Council of Europe 

and the EUropean Union have been highly critical of this discrepancy between “Eastern” and 

“Western” approaches to the remand system. Barely a year ago, the European Parliament 

passed a resolution calling on EU member states to restrict remand to only truly exceptional 

cases. Nobody seems to have listened, at least not in Slovakia, where the majority of people 

awaiting trial, including me, continue to be remanded. One of my fellow inmates in the 

Prešov  remand centre has been here, awaiting trial, for two-and-a-half years. 
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The Council of Europe, of which Slovakia is a member, monitors conditions in prisons and 

remand centres through the Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Degrading 

Treatment (CPT). Each member state is subject to periodic on-site inspections. Anybody 

confined to an institution monitored by this body has the right to complain about local 

conditions, and to this end every such institution is obligated to post the CPT’s address on 

public bulletin boards. In the Prešov  remand centre there is, indeed, a notice about the 

CPT...but no address is provided. I asked for it twice and was told that prison officials 

couldn’t locate it. 

 

In the meantime, I have made contact with the CPT through my lawyer, and I am in the 

process of filing a long list of infractions against Council of Europe, EU, and UN norms at the 

Prešov  remand centre. The number of violations is large, and I will restrict myself to just a 

few examples. 

 

According to these international norms, the type of confinement I was subjected to during 

my two-and-a-half months in the “restricted regime” is unacceptable. Beyond that, all kinds 

of practices that prevail throughout this institution constitute serious infractions, some of 

which were criticized during previous site visit, but haven’t been modified. These include 

unwarranted strip searches, arbitrary inspections of private belongings, lack of physical 

exercise, absence of meaningful social activities, torn and stained clothing and bedding and, 

above all, unprofessional, condescending, and at times hostile staff. During my involuntary 

sojourn at the Košice remand centre -- in order to undergo a psychiatric assessment not 

available in Prešov  -- I nearly froze to death during an outdoor walk in a walled-in corridor. 

This was in February, during the harshest cold spell in decades, and I had been forced to go 

outside in a thin pullover because the guards couldn’t locate any of the heavy coats 

normally used. After fifteen minutes I realized that the cold was too severe to bear, and I 

started pounding at the metal door and yelling, asking to be taken back. There was a guard 

standing nearby -- I could see him through the peep-hole in the door -- but he simply 

ignored me. A few days later, I came down with severe bronchitis that lasted for several 

weeks.  

 

On another occasion, I was to be taken to the psychiatrist’s office located at some distance 

from the Košice prison. I made the trip with my hands and feet chained together, in “bear 

mode” as it is called locally, perhaps alluding to dancing bear performances from the past. 

Children we passed along the way stared at me with wide-open eyes and hid behind their 

parents.  

 

The CPT’s demand that remanded, that is untried, prisoners be accorded treatment 

resembling as closely as possible one’s “home environment’ is far removed from the reality I 

have experienced, and continue to experience. But perhaps the worst aspect of my 
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confinement, apart from isolation from my family at home, is the permanent threat of 

dislocation. Remanded inmates have no control over their placement in a particular ward or 

cell. Day or night, an anonymous voice can issue an order through the intercom that I should 

pack my belongings and await transfer to another location within the institution. No 

specifics are given, and one is simply dropped off at a new destination -- surrounded by new 

faces and compelled to make the needed adjustments. Social relations are of paramount 

importance under conditions of confinement, and the constant threat of having these bonds 

severed constitutes a major trauma. The worst prospect is placement in isolation cells 

where even the few links to the outside we enjoy (letters and telephone calls) can be 

curtailed or altogether suspended. We live in constant dread of this threat. It can be 

triggered by a wrong sentence one says in a telephone conversation or writes in a letter. My 

complaint to the CPT, or the publication of this statement, could have such consequences. 

 

What seems unbelievable to me is that this semi-totalitarian, Kafkaesque system is tolerated 

by the EU and its stated commitment to advanced human rights protection. Although I have 

been a resident of Canada for many years, I carry a Dutch passport, which makes me a 

citizen of the EU. Consequently, following my imprisonment, my family and I appealed to 

the Dutch embassy in Slovakia to provide whatever support it could. So far, I have had one 

visit from the Dutch honorary consul in Prešov, who warned me that Dutch authorities 

cannot interfere in the conduct of the Slovak judiciary. This is interesting in view of the 

above-mentioned case of the Slovak journalist Jan Kuciak, whose murder has led to an 

official inquiry by the European Parliament and the formation of an international 

investigative team, both steps triggered by the widespread suspicion that the Slovak police 

system may be unwilling to carry on an impartial investigation that adheres to European 

standards. 

 

In modern anthropological fieldwork, the protection of the people we work with is a major 

concern. At most universities, ethics committees require various safeguards to ensure that 

the researcher follows strategies that minimize adverse effects on the people one 

interviews, observes, and spends time around in the course of fieldwork. Given the 

vulnerability of the population I worked with, one of the safeguards protecting my 

informants was the presence of an adult member of the community they came from. These 

adults worked as my assistants, and they helped identify and approach potential 

interviewees. 

When I first learned of the accusations against me, I phoned one of these assistants, a 

woman I had worked with for three years who had brought my initial accuser to my 

attention in the first place. I warned her about the unfolding case and that I might need her 

to testify on my behalf. My trusted field assistant cut me off abruptly and told me bluntly 

that should I try to involve her, she would level accusations against me as well.  
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Luckily, there was another person I thought I could rely on -- a male confidant of many of 

the juvenile prostitutes, who happened to be present at the time when the alleged incident 

was supposed to have occurred. Unfortunately, when interviewed by police, he shamelessly 

denied knowing me -- even though I had taped interviews with him on several occasions.  

 

In hindsight, I realize that I fell short in the design of my research with respect to my own 

safety and welfare. While my focus was on the protection of my informants, I had failed to 

consider the possibility that I would become a target for lies and fabrications. This was a 

potentially fatal oversight, especially in an anthropological study that entails vulnerable 

subjects and sexuality. 

 

Not so long ago, the celebrated anthropological pioneer Margaret Mead came under attack 

because of allegations that her most famous book, Coming of Age in Samoa, relied on 

evidence fabricated by her informants -- like in my case, adolescent girls. During my 

fieldwork I was well aware of the danger of false data, and I tried to minimize it in various 

ways. But I was unprepared for other kinds of fabrication, especially when reinforced and 

magnified by a police force that doesn’t seem to operate according to the standards we 

often take for granted in mature democracies. 

 

Since my situation became publicly known, my family and I have been immensely heartened 

by the outpouring of support from current and former colleagues, students, and friends.  

 

My greatest fears now centre on the possible length of my remand, the limitations on my 

ability to mount a full defence from behind bars and without access to my research 

materials, and the prospect that my trial will be less than fair. 

 

I hope to tell my story more fully, and hopefully with a happy conclusion, once I have had 

the opportunity to clear my name in court. 

 


