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On the 9th of December, ERIO organised a conference on Roma empowerment through 

participation and the media. The conference was attended by high-level EU officials, by 

representatives of (international) NGOs working with Roma issues, as well as by Roma 

people and activists from Belgium and abroad. ERIO’s executive director Ivan Ivanov 

opened the conference by underlining participation of Roma is essential to create successful 

National Strategies. Nevertheless, to be able to participate, Roma need to have basic 

knowledge and capacities. ERIO tries to stimulate Roma to gain this knowledge by 

distributing information useful to them. Furthermore, he stressed that good communication 

between different actors working with Roma issues is important, as well as the role of the 

media. Are the media friends or enemies to the Roma cause? Roma media can break 

prejudices but this is not enough, Roma also need to be in the mainstream media to reach a 

wider public.  

 

During the first part, the activities of 

the EC concerning Roma 

participation were discussed. The 

first speaker, Lina 

Papamichalopoulou (Head of Unit 

on Non-discrimination policies and 

Roma coordination, DG Justice, EC), 

admitted all previous attempts to 

tackle Roma issues have failed 

because no real changes in daily life 

of Roma were generated. Currently 

the right environment for change is being created due to the voluntary political commitment 

of Member States.  She underlined the fact that, during the last EU Platform for Roma 

integration, workshops for civil society were held about, for and with Roma. Organising 

awareness and outreach activities towards Roma communities is essential to stimulate Roma 

involvement. However, outreach should go both ways and Roma should also make an effort 

to reach out to us. Involvement of everybody, Roma and non-Roma from all levels, is crucial 

to make the EU framework a success. Moreover, because Member States are not obliged to 

report progress, Roma people and organisations should assist in measuring the progress that is 

made during the following years. The European Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) is 

deciding on which indicators to use to measure progress and the EC is committed to make a 

real change on the ground, but Roma are also responsible for the outcome of this process, she 

stressed. 
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In response to the remarks of the EC, 

Ivan Ivanov confirmed that 

cooperation between Roma and non-

Roma is important to achieve 

integration. Measures taken by non-

Roma can easily be criticized by 

Roma, therefore, more responsibility 

needs to be given to Roma 

themselves. ERIO disseminates 

information to Roma on the one hand 

and gives recommendations to 

governments based on the needs of 

the Roma communities on the other hand. However, how can Roma get equal access to 

information? Is preferential treatment a proper solution to increase involvement of Roma? 

Ivan Ivanov asked.  

 

According to Lina Papamichalopoulou, Roma need to be familiarised with their rights and 

with existing possibilities through awareness raising and outreach. They are equal citizens, 

which is why they do not need preferential treatment but their access to information needs to 

be improved. A second measure should be to change general perception about Roma and to 

stimulate recognition from both sides. To reach these goals, media can be used as an adequate 

instrument.  

 

During the discussion, the question was raised why it is expected of Roma to speak with one 

voice. They are diverse and have different backgrounds and problems, therefore, their various 

voices should be heard. In this regard, Lina Papamichalopoulou replied that during the EU 

Platform meeting, umbrella-organisations were invited and it is their task to consult with their 

members in order to get the different voices to the EC. 

A second question concerned the gap between grassroots organisations and the EU. For 

example in France, Roma organisations are unaware of the content of the French National 

Strategy and of how it was drawn up. In other countries, it was even decided not to make a 

National Strategy. Lina Papamichalopoulou confirmed that the way in which civil society 

was consulted and the way in which their contributions were used, will be part of the 

assessment of the National Strategies. Strategies that are inadequate or handed in late will also 

be reported and every year a survey on the current situation will be executed. For now, civil 

society should try to contact their national government to influence the outcome of their 

National Strategy. In a later phase, during and after the assessment, civil society can contact 

the EC to inform about progress or problems as a consequence of the National Strategy. 
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The second speaker Jan Jarab – 

representative of the Regional Office 

of the UN High Commissioner for 

Human Rights – talked about human 

rights challenges in relation to Roma. 

He underlined that discrimination of 

Roma and anti-gypsyism are on the 

rise. The stereotypical depicting of 

Roma in mainstream media 

reinforces stereotypes and prejudices. 

Therefore, empowering Roma as 

media actors is an important step in breaking this vicious circle. Jan Jarab suggested several 

other solutions to tackle discrimination of Roma. First, the EC should condemn anti-gypsyism 

more strongly. On national level, governments should change their policies and civil society 

should put these changes into motion by pointing fingers to national governments. To break 

the circle of discrimination a big push is needed, therefore, more political courage is 

imperative and the National Strategies will probably be insufficient.  

 

Bashy Quraishy – media expert and 

Secretary General of EMISCO – 

elaborated on the role of the media 

and on how to use the media in 

favour of the Roma communities. 

The media are responsible for 

spreading stereotypes and 

generalizations. Journalists often lack 

a real connections to the subject they 

are writing about and politicians are 

afraid to go against the media 

because they became so powerful over the years. Therefore, a dialogue with the media is 

imperative to promote intercultural cooperation. To improve the situation of Roma 

communities, Roma themselves should also become journalists or they should establish 

contacts with journalists. Furthermore, the prejudices and mistakes made by the media should 

be analysed and other ways to reach people (internet, local media, …) should be used when 

access to the mainstream media appears to be difficult. In addition, Bashy Quraishy proposed 

to go beyond Roma communities and involve other disadvantaged or minority groups that are 

facing similar problems, as well as the participation of Roma in debates not related to Roma 

issues. Throughout all of this, it is very important to use the right to freedom of speech with 

responsibility and not to resort to hate speech. Mr. Quraishy formulated some concrete 

remarks for the EC. First, he suggested a European media-monitoring centre should be 

established, as well as a Roma think tank. To increase the number of Roma journalists, quota 

for Roma in journalism schools should be put in place. Strong campaigns on discrimination, 

Roma history, etc. should be developed and directed to all people, Roma and non-Roma. 
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Finally, he suggested the creation of an EU fund to which small NGOs can apply directly for 

funding.    

 

In response to the intervention of Mr. Quraishy, the question was raised how we can influence 

journalists that are under pressure of their editors and that are not always allowed to publish 

what they want. Furthermore, Mr. Ivanov raised the question if the implementation of positive 

action or quota would not generate more negative feelings against Roma because a 

preferential treatment will likely increase tension between Roma and non-Roma.  

 

Jan Jarab commented that quota can nevertheless be useful to start a process of participation 

and increase involvement. Bashy Quraishy added that, to increase influence on what 

journalists write, it can be effective to have a continuing interaction with them. The use of 

quota can be effective but it is never enough. Roma should be motivated to reach goals on 

their own strength and take action themselves.  

 

During the final part of the 

conference, the role of civil society in 

empowering Roma was discussed. 

First, Martine Serlinger of the 

French Federation of Romani and 

Traveller Women made an 

intervention on the situation of Roma 

in France. In France, Roma who have 

the French citizenship are being 

distinguished from Roma migrants. 

This last group is practically invisible 

in the National Strategy. In addition, she criticised the fact that Roma and their culture are 

often reduced to folklore only. In part, this is also a consequence of false information spread 

by Roma themselves when they say what they think non-Roma want to hear, instead of telling 

the truth. Mrs. Serlinger additionally mentioned a French internet newspaper on Roma issues: 

Depêche Tsigane. In conclusion, she argued that Roma women are victims of multiple 

discrimination: they are discriminated as women and as Roma. Therefore, their situation is 

even more difficult and as such, they need specific attention. 

 

According to the last speaker, Jan Hero, from Slovakia, the biggest challenge is to increase 

capacity building, which will reflect on participation of Roma and on the image spread 

through the media. Roma need to be more visible in society, therefore, qualitative information 

needs to be provided to the mainstream media. He explained how his organisation uses 

positive examples from other countries, to improve their national policies. 
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During the Question&Answer part, 

Mr. Quraishy suggested ERIO should 

make a blog called “name and 

shame” to openly criticise people that 

stimulate anti-gypsyism or 

discriminate Roma people. He 

stressed Roma need to be proactive 

and should not wait for the majority 

to do things for them. Instead, they 

should take matters into their own 

hands.  

Mr. Ivanov promoted the idea of a Roma media network, in which Roma and non-Roma 

interested in Roma issues would be brought together and that would try to fight 

discrimination. This network should try to find ways to use the media in favour of the Roma 

cause. In addition, solutions should be found to overcome barriers when trying to reach Roma 

(internet access, language barrier, …).  

In conclusion, participants were invited to share their opinions and recommendations to 

improve the situation of Roma.  

 

Kristina Magdolenova of the Roma Media Centre in Slovakia shared her experience with 

Roma media and explained the working of her organisation. She stressed that, if we want 

Roma to integrate and to create self-organisations, they need to have access to specific 

information targeting them. Therefore, Roma media are a useful tool in improving integration 

and participation of Roma, by providing information by Roma for Roma.  

 

Carlos Munoz Nieto, working for a Roma radio station (Chachimos) in Madrid, underlined 

that they try to target all Roma with their radio programs, providing concrete information in 

Romanes. In addition, they published a manual of good conduct for journalists to prevent 

them from using stereotypes about Roma in their work. 

 

Farkas Mihai proposed the creation of a centre to educate Roma journalists and mediators. In 

this manner, a more correct and positive image about Roma and their way of live would be 

spread. Furthermore, he asked for a better cooperation between all Roma and for a more 

concrete way of working, avoiding to only talk and starting to take real action.  

 

Henry Loeser, Director of Roma Youth Radio, is in favour of creating specific Roma media, 

next to the existing media and he stressed that young people especially should be informed 

and involved in this. 
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This conference is supported under the European Community Programme for Employment and Social 

Solidarity - PROGRESS (2007-2013).  

 

This programme is managed by the Directorate-General for Employment, social affairs and equal 

opportunities of the European Commission. It was established to financially support the 

implementation of the objectives of the European Union in the employment and social affairs area, as 

set out in the Social Agenda, and thereby contribute to the achievement of the Lisbon Strategy goals in 

these fields.  

 

The seven-year Programme targets all stakeholders who can help shape the development of 

appropriate and effective employment and social legislation and policies, across the EU-27, EFTA-

EEA and EU candidate and pre-candidate countries. 

 

PROGRESS mission is to strengthen the EU contribution in support of Member States' commitment. 

PROGRESS will be instrumental in: 

- providing analysis and policy advice on PROGRESS policy areas;  

- monitoring and reporting on the implementation of EU legislation and policies in PROGRESS policy 

areas;  

- promoting policy transfer, learning and support among Member States on EU objectives and 

priorities; and 

- relaying the views of the stakeholders and society at large 

 

For more information see: http://ec.europa.eu/progress 

 

The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion of the 

European Commission. 

 

 

 

 


