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Course : Focus On Roma

Post-Communism Romani Migration to Canada

Ronald LEE (reader p. 109-118 ; in Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Volume XIII/2. Spring/Summer 2000 pp. 51-70)

1/ Central Quotation : « Roma who were now forced to flee these former Communist countries because of systemic discrimination and the rise of neo-Nazi groups, fear of skinhead violence, ethnic cleansing and overt persecution at the hands of governments and the police, were now also forced to make a claim based on their Romani ethnicity when they applied for asylum in other countries. » reader p.110. 

« To the Canadian media, however, these 1500 Romani claimants did represent a ‘Gypsy invasion’(…) They were also described as having come to Canada to ‘sponge off the welfare system’ and worst of all, they were accused of being a ‘group of criminals’. All of this was unfounded and is an example of the media targeting a group of controversial refugees, typical of the historical racism in the Canadian media towards a new group of refugees. » reader p. 111

2/ Argument : Ronald Lee explains that recent Romani migration to Canada was perceived differently as they were identified as Roma to apply for asylum and they suffered from a negative reception by canadians because of the « gypsy stereotype » and the media which played on sensationalism and created a Romani invasion. Thus it scared the public who alarmed the government who made Czech Roma to undergo a criminal check, a requirement never done before. The issue on Czech Romani migration was finally resolved when a seminar, held by the IRB (Immigration and Refugee Board) and groups of experts, established that Roma were truly persecuted and thus could obtain refugee status in Canada. However, the issue about Hungarian Romani migration is not resolved yet. 

Ronald Lee also raises the issue of relations between Canada and the refugee producing countries such as Czech Republic and Hungary, which are viewed as models of democracy in North America.     

3/ Question : We can question here the nature of relations between Canada and the former communist countries. Why was Canada reluctant to accept that those countries failed concerning Romani protection ? Would it have been different if refugee producing countries were still communist or belonged to another kind of regime, islamic for example ? Is it a proof of the limits of democracy ? Or is it because of economic relations ?

4/ Experiental Connection: Two years ago, the French National Parliament voted in favour of a law directed against « travelling people » which prevented them to settle in any public or private area. Unofficially, this law was directed mainly against unsettled Roma, in order to prevent them to migrate and settle in France. Many Romani camps were evacuated and their inhabitants were expelled from the country. In the meantime, I saw documentaries on french TV in which Roma were shown as thieves, which justified the governement’s action in the average audience’s point of view.  

5/ Textual Connection : There are several testimonies and articles about countries not willing to welcome Roma. One of the most striking example is the Belgian case in october 1999, when the government  expelled Slovak Romani asylum seekers, thus denying the Genova Refugee Convention. It was followed by press hysteria and racist statements by political leaders, which found an impact in others European countries. « In the more disturbing examples (…) politicians have added their voices to the chorus of anti-Romani statements, evidently caving in to a perceived electoral threat posed by racists and xenophobic right-wing parties. The result has been the suspension of the rule of law on grounds of racist hysteria for periods of time in many countries in the West »1   

6/ Implications : As Ronald Lee points out in the very end of his article, former communist countries where Roma are discriminated should be truly condemned and sanctioned by international organisations such as the UN and the EU. Officially, it should get better as Czech Republic and Hungary are joining the EU of which the basic rule is to respect minorities and human rights. Some efforts have been done but as more and more Western European countries behave suspicious to Roma, can EU’s principles really effective ?  

1 Cahn Claude & Vermeersch Peter : The Group Expulsion of Slovak Roma by the Belgium Government, reader p.118b





