State of SVU Report of 2006

It is a pleasure to present our traditional State of SVU Report to our distinguished General Assembly, meeting here, in the historic city of Ceske Budejovice. First, I would like, however, to express our sincere appreciation to Lord Mayor of the City and the  Governor of the Budejovice Region to let us use this fantastic facility, the elegant cultural center’s “Bazilika” for our meeting.

This report covers the usual two-year administrative period, since the time the present Executive Board was elected at the SVU World Congress in Olomouc in June 2004.

On the whole, I am pleased to report we had two very successful years. As has been our practice, we started our term with the review of SVU Mission Statement and developing an action plan and dividing responsibilities among the individual Board members.  The Executive Board essentially has continued with the priorities that were developed earlier, i.e., an Accent on Youth initiative, institutionalizing cultural cooperation with CR and SR, fostering preservation of Czech and Slovak heritage abroad, sponsoring publication projects, and assisting with the development of civil society in CR and SR.  To this we added another priority, namely to search for new SVU leadership to assure the Society’s continuity in the future.

These priorities were, of course, superimposed over the usual processes relating to the running of the Society, such as holding regular Board meetings, organizing our annual conference and SVU World Congress,  maintenance of SVU membership rolls and finances, coordinating local chapter activities, issuance of SVU periodicals and keeping our  SVU Website up to date.

The most immediate task of the newly elected Executive Board was selecting a suitable site for the 2005 SVU Conference,   as well as that for the next SVU World Congress in 2006. Interestingly, we had decided on the latter before picking the site for the 2005 Conference which was only a few months away.

There was really only one site that met the specific criteria and conditions set by the Executive Board, namely North Miami, Florida. It was decided to join forces  with the local American Czech and Slovak Cultural Club and to hold a joint Conference & Festival on the premises of their Club in North Miami on the weekend of 18-20 March 2005. The Conference, with its general theme (Czechs and Slovaks in America: Challenges and Opportunities,( and sponsored by Presidents Vaclav Klaus and Ivan Gasparovic, of Czech and Slovak Republics, respectively, generated lots of excitement and publicity. It attracted a half dozen of University Rectors from the Czech and Slovak Republics and other dignitaries, including the Czech and Slovak Ambassadors in the US. I had the pleasure of organizing the academic program, while Cecilia Rokusek and Bob Petrik handled the logistics and cultural and social events. The combination of a beautiful setting in the vicinity of sunny beaches of Florida, the involvement of the local Czech and Slovak community, the interesting academic program and enjoyable cultural  activities led to a very successful event which was characterized as (SVU Extravaganza in Florida.( 

Although we began forming plans for the SVU World Congress soon after completion our Florida Conference, we did not start the organizational work and programming until fall 2005, when the SVU Executive Board gave its approval to hold the Congress at the University of  South Bohemia in Ceske Budejovice  on 25 June ( 2 July 2006. After some back and forth correspondence with our co-organizers in Ceske Budejovice regarding  financial arrangements and logistics, only then did the preparation and organizational work begin in earnest. In October 2005 I went to Ceske Budejovice to iron out the remaining bottlenecks and negotiate the details. 

Afterwards I devoted some time to correspondence with the Prague Castle and the Bratislava Castle to get sponsorship of the Congress by both the Czech and Slovak Presidents and also to assure President Klaus’ personal participation in the Congress. While this was going on, we began, together with our colleagues in Ceske Budejovice, developing plans for local arrangements. After completion of the logistical details, we could finally focus on the preparation of the program. Docent Michal Bauer was given responsibility for the coordination of the Czech and Slovak panels, while I took charge of organizing the English-language panels. It was an arduous task which in my case took more than four months of steady work in front of the computer, sending out hundreds of personal invitation letters and responding to a plethora of e-mails. I presume Docent Bauer and his colleagues must have spent quite a bit of time on their panels as well. That the hard work paid off  is plainly evident from the versatile program and the high quality of individuals papers.

As has been stressed on a number of occasions, publishing monographs and periodicals is the SVU’s imperative. In the last two years we have certainly gone a long way to meet this objective. The first task in this area was to get selected papers from the Olomouc SVU World Congress ready for publication. I had the pleasure of editing the English papers, while Docent Ivo Bartecek edited the Czech papers. Most of you must have seen the results of this work in viewing the impressive Congress collections, published by Palacky University, under Docent Bartecek’s leadership.

With our Webmaster Jiri Eichler’s help, SVU produced a CD containing Selected Papers from the 2003 SVU North American Conference, Cedar Rapids, Iowa,  this being our first electronic attempt in publishing. In the same vain, we proceeded with the electronic production of the revised SVU Biographical Directory. I presume some of you purchased these two CDs which were available for sale here. While doing this, we have simultaneously begun working, with our Webmaster, on a Biographical Data Base comprised of biographical sketches of selected SVU members, which has been posted on SVU Website.

Among new SVU monographs, Vice President Vera Borkovec was given the responsibility for putting together and editing a book on “Czech and Slovak Theatre Abroad”, while Vice President Dagmar Hasalova White assumed responsibility for preparing a comparable volume on “Czech Opera Abroad.” I should also mention that, on the occasion of my 75th birthday, SVU honored me by publishing a selection of my writings, under the title Czechs and Slovaks in America. Surveys , Reflections and Personal Insights Relating to the History and the Contributions of Czech and Slovak Immigrants in America and their Descendants (2005), as a part of the East European Monographs series. SVU also sponsored musicologist Jan Vicar’s monograph on Czech Music and Aesthetics (2005), which was available at the SVU Conference in Florida. With reference to the present Congress, plans are in motion to also publish selected papers. 

As far as SVU periodicals are concerned, Andrew Elias and Clinton Machann deserve our thanks for publishing our newsletter Zpravy SVU and the English periodical Kosmas. Both periodicals have been issued in timely fashion and have been praised by the readers for their interesting content and high quality.

As pointed out earlier, the preservation of Czech and Slovak cultural heritage belongs among SVU top priorities. In this regard, our Florida Conference dealt exclusively with this subject, as did one entire section of this Congress’ program. Some of you, who attended the SVU Florida Conference, will recall that at that meeting I announced the establishment of a special SVU Czech and Slovak Studies Fund at the University of Minnesota’s Immigration History Research Center (IHRC). The purpose of the Fund is to prepare an inventory of SVU Archives which was deposited there and to provide financial assistance to students and scholars in conducting research in the Archives. To be sure, it was meant as seed money to attract other Czech and Slovak organizations to assist with the maintenance and development of IHRC’s Czech and Slovak collection. I  had the pleasure of presenting our $10,000 check to Rudolph Vecoli, the Director of IHRC  at a special ceremony,  attended by both the Czech Ambassador Martin Palous and the Slovak Ambassador Rastislav Kacer. I should also like to mention that in July 2005 the University of Minnesota sent their truck to pick up the remaining archival materials maintained in our house.

Organizationally speaking, you will be pleased that we have established two new SVU Chapters: one in Olomouc, under the leadership of Evzen Weigl, and an other in North Miami, Florida, with Blanka Kudej, serving as its President. The former  was the direct result of our SVU World Congress held at Palacky University in 2004, while the latter was, similarly, an outcome of the Florida Conference. In this connection, I am pleased to also report that our colleagues at the University of South Bohemia are planning to establish a new chapter here , under the leadership of Prof. Vladimir Papousek. With all this good news, I am a bit concerned about the future of some of our older chapters which are rapidly aging with their officers. Unless the younger generation will soon take over they may phase out into oblivion as some other chapters have done. Consequently, I urge all the of officers of the respective chapters who have reached the venerable age of seventy or over to voluntarily step down and let the younger generation take over before it is too late.

With respect to SVU membership, a number our members passed away, while others are aging, I am pleased to report, however,  that we have recruited a significant number of new members, a preponderance of whom came from the younger generation, particularly students.  I am gratified that our Blue Ribbon SVU Leadership Search Committee has also made a real effort to rejuvenate the future SVU Executive Board which is reflected in the voting ballots. 

It should be noted that most of the new SVU members have been young Americans, usually associated with universities, with interest in Czech or Slovak culture or affairs. Inasmuch as we cannot in the future count on new immigration waves from the old countries, it is abundantly clear that the future of our Society will depend on this type of people, i.e. university-based professors and students pursuing studies on Czech or Slovak matters and other professionals in the US and Canada involved in some work or business with the Czech and Slovak Republics, who may not have any Czech or Slovak roots. Although some of these professionals may have some working knowledge of Czech or Slovak, for the most part, they are primarily English-speaking people. For this reason, and considering that younger people in the Czech and Slovak Republics are being trained in English,  the English language needs to remain the SVU’s “lingua franca” in the future. It should also be noted that  the main source of revenue of the Society comes from the US and Canada, in comparison with the small contributions coming from Europe. With the exception of a few newly established chapters in the Midwest and the South of the US, hardly any established local chapters have been recruiting new members. Practically all new members have been recruited individually who have no  association with any SVU chapters.  

As a part of our Civil Society emphasis, SVU established a special SVU Tolerance and Humanitarian Award, thanks to the generous donation of Andrew Elias. This award is given annually to an individual whose life and work symbolizes the values of human tolerance and humanitarianism. It was a pleasure to present last year’s award to Jan Figel, Slovak Commissioner at EU for Education. This year’s award was given to Petra Prochazkova, a prominent Czech journalist who concentrated her efforts on bringing to the public attention the worst violations of human rights.  

In the area of civil rights, I would also like to commend Lois Herman for her leadership role in promoting the women’s issues idea, not only in terms of organizing an effective force within SVU but also for systematically contributing to our Women’s Issue Sub-Website.

From the time I was given the chief responsibility of heading and managing the Society, I have made a deliberate effort to assure that we have a solid financial base and that we manage our precious financial resources wisely. In this regard, I would like to commend our Treasurer Frank Mucha who was my principal ally in this effort, who made sure that our books are carefully maintained and that we operate with a balanced budget. As a result of this policy, I am pleased to say that our finances are sound. We do not depend on anyone, we don’t owe anything to anyone and we stand on our own two feet. The Society’s image could not be better and its visibility is high, thanks, in part, to our splendid SVU Website, managed by our always dependable Webmaster Jiri Eichler.
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