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The Roma in domestic and international politics : an emerging voice ?

Peter Vermeersch in Roma Rights n°4 – 2001
1. Central Quotation : « When governments today wants to design policy on problems that affect Roma, in present circumstances they have no possibility to include democratically elected Romani voices in the deliberative process. To solve this problem, advisory and experts bodies have been established in which a number of Roma from NGO’s are included (…). However, it should be clear that these Roma are not representing a Romani constituency and that they cannot make up the lack of Romani participation in the democratically elected bodies. » p.9 

2. Argument : Vermeesch points at the lack of representation and participation of Roma in domestic politics in Eastern countries on the one hand. On the other hand he states at the increasing influence of  non-political actors such as NGOs and « advocacy network » on public policy towards Roma on domestic and international levels. He presents this influence as having positive effects concerning public policies on the problem and the Romani identity. Yet, it tends to replace real romani voice and doesn’t solve the root problem of participation of Roma in politics and maintain average Romani voice unheard. . 

3. Question : Vermeesch encourages the reader to think about « the roles of advocacy actors and political activists ». Should their involvement be limited ? As some international romani organisations as the IRU are criticised for their « lack of support from ordinary Roma », how could they gain back some legitimacy ? To a large extent, could we prevent international organisations from moving away from what they’re primary concerned about ?  

4. Experiential Connection :  I’ve never heard of the existence of a romani political party or Roma being elected in France where I’m from. Yet, there are many Romani associations and NGOs concerned which aim at promoting romani culture and rights and are very active. Even though french gypsies are far less numerous than in Central and Eastern european countries, they are obviously under-represented, as the other french minorities.    

5. Textual Connection : « On a large level, the Romani movement does not exist. To the extent that the movement does exist on the European level, it is full of outside influences. To be honest, in reality to me it looks more as if non-Romani people are presently making the Romani movement, with the participation of some Roma. »1 This quotation points at the role of non-romani actors in the « romani mouvement », which can be relied to our topic, as Roma themselves don’t act as the impulsion towards improvement and recognition.   

6. Implication : Vermeesch gives us some means to improve romani political participation (lower electoral threshold…). Yet, advocacy actors should try to train Romani politicians so that they could replace them within political dialogue with governments. Education can also play its part. Apparently, as compared to advocacy experts and activists, Roma as representatives are not considered seriously while their problems are starting to be, thus, advocacy should work on this way, which is still a proof of racism.

1 Ristic, Dusan, in The Romani movement : what shape, what direction ? p.6 (In Roma Rights, n°4, 2001)





