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Introduction 

 

On 22 April 2013 ERIO organised a conference at the European Economic and Social Committee’s 
building in Brussels, entitled “European Year of Citizens: Are Roma people European citizens like any 
others?” More than 60 people including EU officials, Roma activists, civil society representatives, 
academics and students attended the conference.  
 
2013 was declared as the European Year of Citizens. EU citizenship entails several rights such as the 
right to “move and reside freely within the EU”, “vote for and stand as a candidate in European 
Parliament and municipal elections” and so on. Within the context of the European Year of Citizens, 
this conference aimed to address the extent Roma are able to exercise their rights as EU citizens and 
the barriers they face in accessing them. 
 
The rights that come with EU citizenship are not so straight forward when it comes to Roma. It is 
important thus to discuss how to overcome barriers faced by Roma and how Europe can become a 
place where its citizens have a sense of belonging. 
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Welcoming speech 
 

ERIO Executive Director Ivan Ivanov opened the conference by thanking participants for coming. He 
stated that the goals of the Year of Citizens are exactly what ERIO has been doing for years, namely 
to create a platform for Roma, and to create solutions, to share cases of human rights abuse, provide 
information on their rights and benefits in order for them to make informed choices, to make 
recommendations and to include Roma inputs into policy making so that Roma-specific questions 
and doubts would be taken into consideration. 
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Panel 1: Setting Up the Context: the European Year of Citizens 
 

Alexander Vajda, European Commission, DG Justice 
 
Alexander Vajda started by stating that the 
European Year of Citizens is coming at a 
critical junction, as it is the 10-year 
anniversary for citizenship. The Commission 
organised a range of conferences on this 
occasion to create information and 
communications of what this entails. One of 
the aims of the Commission should be to 
make people aware of their rights and 
obligations as citizens. Raising awareness of 
citizenship is a major challenge to the Year of 
Citizens. Many Roma encounter 
discrimination and social exclusion, they are 
marginalised, which is a barrier for them to 
enjoy their full citizenship. The Commission is following closely the situation of the Roma, on how the 
National Roma Integration Strategies (NRIS) are progressing. The Commission is preparing its next 
report on the implementation of the NRIS that follows five preconditions: local and regional 
authorities, working with civil society, proportionate financial resources, monitoring policies, fighting 
discrimination more visibly and thoroughly. Mr Vajda informed that the Commission is working on a 
Council Recommendation, which is important because they contribute to European policy on 
trafficking and social exclusions. They hope these two instruments will be adopted. To bring about 
effective Roma integration a network of Roma contact points has been brought about, they meet 
twice now, and the Commission expects them to meet regularly in the future.  
 

Joachim Ott, European Commission, DG Communication, Citizens' Programme 
 
Joachim Ott showed some pictures with the text: “What do we make of this promise the EU made: 
Liberté, égalité et fraternité?” “Is this promise broken?”, he asked. “How can we provide hope?”, 
these are the big questions for politicians, he noted. Not only for Roma but for young people, who 
have no perspective. The answer is in the crisis, in times of great instability or danger, when 
important decisions need to be made, Mr Ott said. “These decisions need to be changed. We have 
had political leadership by Viviane Reding on rights and social policy. But it was often not 
implemented or enforced.” Furthermore Mr. Ott stated: “We launched the Year on 10 January. It is 
about two things. It started with rights but it is about belonging as well. What does Europe mean? 
We want to look at individuals in the Year of Citizens. We hope to have helped create feelings and 
understanding that everyone has an individual take on European integration, that Europe finds a way 
through the crisis.” A second point made by Mr. Ott was that people do not wait anymore for 
bureaucrats, people want to have a say and participate. So the debate on the future of Europe is a 
listening exercise. He urged and asked the audience to tell this to their constituency; “Cast your vote, 
your vote counts”. Mr. Ott ended his intervention by saying that integration and cohesion are two 
sides of the same coin. Accountability leads to responsibility, the EU cannot say that the Roma 
question is just the responsibility of the member states. Solidarity makes the strong stronger and not 
weaker.      
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Discussion 
 
Mr Vajda was asked whether adjustments in the NRIS were necessary, especially when it comes to 
discrimination. He replied that member states had to prepare their NRIS and submit it. The 
Commission analysed them and made a report and are now preparing another one. The report will 
not only analyse theoretical parts, but also what is going on in member states. Mr Vajda said that 
there are so many activities and action to be made, and more visible change needed. “We have to 
create visible and tangible change”, he stressed. Another question raised was on the lack of Roma 
participation. Mr Ott’s opinion is that without Roma representation in institutions, there is a 
credibility problem in the Roma community. The Commission has encouraged member states to 
empower Roma people to come and work for the EU institutions.  
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Panel 2: Promoting EU-rights and a sense of belonging for Roma 
 

Tiago Hacke, Artist 
 
Tiago Hacke, a Paris-based artist, introduced his documentary “On Alpacino’s Ground” filmed during 
2009 and 2011. The documentary portrays the experiences and the world of a Roma community in 
Paris fighting for a settlement, stability and their rights. An 8-minute preview of the documentary 
was then presented during the conference. 
 

Tony Venables, European Citizens 
Action Service 
 
Tony Venables started his intervention 
by saying that we have set up a 
“European rights clinic”. We see a gap 
between European rights and how 
people are treated in practice. One 
observation made is that within the 
Roma community the discourse goes into 
human rights generally and not 
European rights, which for Mr Venables, 
is understandable, since these are rights 
that are triggered by crossing frontiers. 
But once these rights are triggered, he 

added, they are more and more powerful, due to the European law of justice. He went to say that 
European status is a fundament of nation states thus we have the right to move around, and it is 
extremely difficult for member states to expel people, if they are properly defended. However, Mr 
Venables asked: So what about, as we have seen in the film (referring to the screening of Mr Hacke’s 
documentary) with the caravans towed away, the violation of Roma’s European rights? How do we 
deal with this problem? It has to do with the gathering of evidence and what is happening on the 
ground and bring this information to the right authorities such as the European Commission. But we 
need 100 testimonies on the facts. We need to bring as many individual testimonies and facts 
together, because it is easy for governments to say ‘That was an isolated incident’. So you have to 
prove that there is a systematic failure of the system when it comes to respecting European law. And 
this was our weak point during the Sarkozy government. We had strong legal arguments, but lacked 
evidence. We have a lot of what we need, in terms of judicial instruments. When we have the 
evidence and the legal assistance we send a complaint to the EU. Effectiveness is much more about 
us working together, exchanging and collecting evidence. We believe EU citizenship is about rights, 
but also about access and belonging, Mr Venables concluded. 
 
Annabel Carballo, FAGiC 
 
Annabel Carballo commented that she did not think the Roma were considered full citizens vis-à-vis 
other citizens. She stated further: “In Spain we are generally considered to perform good practice in 
governing by the EU, but the austerity measures have effects on the rights of people. Concerning 
housing, it is one of the main problems of Roma, in many cities Roma ghettos exist. In Seville, 60.000 
people live in poor suburbs, the majority of them are Roma. Authorities are dumping people there. 
They are becoming subjects of housing speculation. Can we consider these people as full European 
and Spanish citizens? People are living without water, and a relocation process to these people in 
Catalonia has only happened for 4 people. They are excluded from the private housing market. This 
gives deep concerns about the social rights in Europe. Ms Carballo, concluded her intervention by 
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stating some recommendations such as empowerment through education and facilitate access to 
equal education. Secondly, she said, we need strong directives to punish governments. Thirdly, we 
need a Roma ombudsman, because in order to feel as European citizens we should enjoy the same 
rights. 
 
François Sant’Angelo, Centre of Equal Opportunities and Fight against Racism  
 
François Sant’Angelo started his 
intervention by stating that, nowadays, 
there is an upsurge of populism and neo-
Nazism which is looking for scapegoats. 
Some estimates say the number of Roma 
in Europe is 15 million; they are 
subjugated to racism and discrimination 
in the form of anti-Gypsyism. They are 
considered as second-class citizens. 
Some do not have the documents to 
secure their basic rights. Without these 
documents their freedom of movement 
is very limited. These violent actions - 
expulsions - are accompanied by biased 
discourses of politicians calling 
themselves democrats. At a national level we have already seen enough examples of how national 
plans are empty shells. A better future is also in the hands of the Roma themselves. The plan should 
be executed on two levels: a level of associations, and a level where we should also speak with one 
voice. Roma are a truly European people. Information should be, before anything, about what rights 
they have, and how they can enjoy them. This information should include that they are allowed to 
vote, and what the anti-discrimination laws are and what legal help they can get. Considering 
measures to preserve Roma identity is a good instrument of anti-discrimination, as is also stressing 
that it is indispensible for the Roma community and what role it must perform in order to combat 
anti-Gypsyism. 
 

Discussion 
 
An important question was raised on the topic of illiteracy and providing information on rights. When 
you have illiteracy, what is the point of creating publications, because few Roma will be able to read 
them? Are there any other options of disseminating the knowledge about their rights? Marta Pinto, 
ERIO’s Policy officer, acknowledged the problem of illiteracy by stating that you have to be creative, 
you only have a limited audience for written publications, but you can go out and meet directly with 
the communities. Ivan Ivanov, ERIO’s Executive Director, concluded the discussion by stating that 
authorities are looking more at the social issues, not the racial dimension of the problem. They try to 
improve the material conditions, like housing, education etc. but in this way they avoid to take on 
ethnic discrimination. And then, during a crisis they do not allocate the proper funding. There is only 
political will to talk about the social dimension; “they lack this and this, and we will try and improve 
this”. But this needs funding and EU funding demands local co-funding. In this crisis nobody wants to 
make this contribution, so there is no real absorption of the Structural Funds. This is not a problem 
limited to new member states, who do not have the administrative capacity to properly absorb the 
Structural Funds, but also for older member states. Along other problems, we should really bring 
attention to the discrimination because it is a major obstacle to the integration of Roma. 
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Panel 3: Roma Equal citizenship in Europe, challenges and solutions 
 

Pedro Aguilera Cortes, Foundation Pere Closa, Spain 
 

Pedro Aguilera Cortes declared to be working 
on projects for developing Roma culture, as 
well as for getting and maintaining people in 
the educational system. Giving tools to the 
Roma would be a means for them to become 
efficient employees. Main projects that were 
outlined included education for everyone, 
schooling supports system, and 
dissemination of Romani culture. Regarding 
equality, Mr Cortes acknowledged that all the 
policies and statements from the European 
Commission are focused on providing 
equality, still they lack a concept of equality 
through justice. This involves equal access to 

housing, education and visibility in society.  Integration was a further aspect that was treated, which 
is too often considered as assimilation. This misconception of the problem leads to simplistic policies 
targeting the “gap” between Roma and non-Roma. Usually, this is made by working on 3 levels: 
promoting education, access to services and participation in society. Nevertheless, one major 
challenge is left aside, namely anti-Gypsyism. The Council of Europe already issued recommendations 
to fight this kind of discrimination as well as Roma segregation. Finally, Mr Cortes stressed the 
possibility of promoting freedom of movement, which is neglected by a number of countries 
although this freedom is very much recognized at the EU level. In sum, Roma policymakers should be 
promoted and included in the decision-taking moment, where they are too often absent. 
 

Elvira Hasan, EuRoma, Belgium 
 
Elvira Hasan introduced her statement asking: “Are Roma considered as citizens by other citizens?” 
Crisis hit Roma more than any other group and the lack of access to education and health makes 
Roma feel as if they are lesser citizens. Ms Hasan pointed out that these barriers, together with anti-
Roma rhetoric, negatively impact the sense of citizenship among Roma. She also reported that Roma 
people ask whether it is possible for them to have the same rights as Belgians, to have the same 
support and not to hide their identity. Ms Hasan stressed the need to change the negative image and 
stereotypes of Roma portrayed by the media. Concluding her intervention, she expressed her 
confidence in a younger generation that will change the situation. 
 

Saimir Mile, Voice of Roma, France 
 
Saimir Mile reminded us that when we ask if the English are European citizens, this sounds a stupid 
question, because they are. That is because EU citizenship is nothing more than an extension of the 
national membership. Subsequently, Roma are not EU citizens unless they are citizens of an EU state. 
Commenting on a quote by Manuel Valls - “The occupants of camps don’t wish to integrate in our 
country for cultural reasons” - Mr Mile stated that for the French Minister, Roma cannot integrate 
into France for cultural reasons, thus the solution is for Roma to go back to Romania. This approach 
neglects essential information: for example, in France, only 3% of the Roma live in shanty-towns, still 
this is the only picture of Roma in the media. This type of discourse directly feeds extremism. Mr 
Mile quoted a recent statement from one Front National representative, declaring that Roma are 
burning their shanty-towns down in order to receive new houses from the French state. The EU 
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Framework, in dealing with housing, 
education, employment and health, has 
being linked by extremists to problems of 
unemployment and overcrowded classes. 
According to Mr Mile, there is a need to 
break the circle that feeds racism and 
violence and to acknowledge Romani people 
as a segment of European society distinct 
from each social group composing it (such as 
the excluded, integrated, poor etc.) and 
addressing the social problems in social 
terms for all Europeans. The Roma – he 
concluded - will be European citizens if they 
are equal to others in terms of rights, and if 
the EU acknowledges that Roma can bring a positive contribution to the European societies they live 
in. 
 

Discussion 
 
Asked about the challenges she faces in accessing her rights as a Roma woman, Elvira Hassan replied 
that in the past she hid her identity to avoid having problems. However, she suggested not hiding 
one’s identity, since prejudices related to being Roma will arise at some point anyway. She also 
suggested that Roma women should be more active and not simply hide behind men, because Roma 
women are traditionally supposed to stay at home in their own community. These are all obstacles 
faced by Roma women who need to build their self-esteem. Pedro Aguilera Cortes was asked what is 
being done in Spain to recover the somehow lost Romani language, a vital component of the Roma 
identity. Mr Cortes stated that some Spanish Roma still speak the Kalo language. Nevertheless, their 
number is small since the ban on Romani language was in force until 1987. Activists are working 
towards getting Romani recognized as an official language, but shortcomings are not easy to 
overcome, as no territory matches this language. 
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Panel 4: Roma and Equal Citizenship in Europe - Challenges and Solutions 
 

Angel Ekov, Centre for Roma Support, Belgium  
 

Angel Ekov, born in Bulgaria, is now 
also a Belgian citizen. However, he 
does not feel to be European, as this 
needs other citizens to accept your 
country of origin as an equal European 
Member State. Besides, Mr Ekov does 
not feel Belgian either, and he does 
not have a mother Roma country. All 
these identities – he stated - cannot be 
combined into a European sense of 
belonging. Moreover, he declared that 
he is only considered European when 
travelling outside Europe; on the 
contrary, when showing his passport 
within the EU, he will not. Mr Ekov 
then pled for greater political will 

concerning integration, expressing his regret for the condescending treatment of Bulgaria even 
though it is an EU country. Stereotypes were also an issue raised during the intervention: as an 
example for this, Mr Ekov reported that in March, the Belgian Minister of Integration said he wanted 
all Roma to follow an integration course, which is not compulsory for ‘true’ EU citizens. This proves 
for differential treatment between EU citizens, depending on their ethnic background. Concluding his 
remarks, Mr Ekov made a plea for a stronger Roma community, not always relying on mediators but 
thinking for itself. 
 

Orhan Galjus, Radio Patrin, the Netherlands 
 
Orhan Galjus addressed a number of issues in the Netherlands. He denounced that this country has 
been committed to implement discriminatory policies towards Roma. Here, Roma have been 
completely invisible for a long time, whilst Sinti are assimilated. The many invisible families in 
Holland are a consequence of Yugoslavia breakdown. This condition prevents them to gain access to 
health facilities for example. Condemning this situation, Mr Galjus recalled that the Minister of 
Justice has the obligation to see what is happening to their citizens. In expressing his hope that ERIO 
will become a political organisation fighting for Roma, he wished to have such a conference in 
Holland, rather with responsible people than with politicians. 
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Conclusion 

 
The concept of equal citizenship is at the core of what the European Union stands for, and thus is an 
integral part of the European project. During this conference it became clear that it is difficult to 
think of Roma as equal citizens compared to the mainstream population. Specific factors such as 
discrimination, prejudices and anti-Gypsyism apparent in everyday interactions – such as political 
rhetoric, forced evictions, lack of access to labour market, housing, health and quality education 
among others – severely inhibit many Roma from accessing and enjoying their rights and fulfilling 
their obligations in society. This classification as a second-class citizen has a profound impact on 
whether one feels part of society and thus part of the national and European community.  
 
Much work has been done, and a lot of work still needs to be done, in ensuring that Roma are able to 
become fully equal citizens. The next few years will reveal how far we have come in securing that 
Roma are accepted and treated as equal EU citizens. It is of the utmost importance that civil society, 
local activists, European institutions and national, regional and local authorities work together to 
overcome this inequality – especially in times of financial crisis.   
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This publication 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. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 


