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Coverage of Roma and Travellers in the Czech and Irish National Media


The purpose of this essay is to discuss media coverage of Roma and Travellers in the Czech and Irish Media. It will be demonstrated that media coverage of these groups is frequently negative. The essay will then analyse the possible reasons behind this persistently negative coverage, and the impact it has for both minority groups themselves and the public perception of them. To conclude, the essay will look at ways in which this problem may be improved, if not rectified.


Before there is any further discussion of this issue, is important to attempt to determine why both Roma and Travellers are perceived in a largely unflattering light in their respective national media. Devereux et al (2004: 3) offer a twofold explanation. Firstly, they argue that those in leadership roles have long recognised the benefits of a common threat, whereby a general public fear is manufactured by elites to generate necessary or desired cohesion. This ‘common threat’ is closely linked to and complimented by the creation of a scapegoat, which can be blamed for negative happenings.  Cohesion will be maintained and the scapegoat will also prevent the group from having to face its own flaws. Devereux et al (2004: 3) regard prejudice as a social norm to which individuals conform, which has its roots in a societal need to scapegoat. According to this theory, hostility towards minorities is often seen in social systems where ‘the achievement level of the population falls short of the normatively sanctioned aspiration level’ (Hartman and Husband in Devereux et al, 2004:3). Often in the Czech and Irish media, the subject of the narrative, the source of the manufactured or artificially inflated threat, i.e. the scapegoat is often the Roma or Travellers. In addition, Devereux et al (2004: 3) also claim that hegemony is achieved and sustained by an ideology that emphasises that everybody can ‘make it’ in material terms – if they choose to. This would explain why media reports often  (wrongly) portray Travellers and Roma as stupid, lazy scroungers. It follows then, that elites who wish to uphold the status quo and divert attention from their corruption and errors benefit from leaving the misinformation and myths about ethnic minorities often perpetuated by the media unchallenged. 

A second factor which influences media coverage of Roma and Travellers (and the resulting public perception of them) is the way in which news stories are framed. The media report ethnic / race-related stories in the same manner in which all news stories are reported, according to a set of criteria called news values which help them to determine what is ‘newsworthy’. The more criteria the event fulfils, the more likely it is to be reported. Therefore, an article which is short in duration, involves high numbers, is simplistic, unexpected and personalised, involves an elite body / person, and is bad news is more newsworthy than a comprehensive report on a complex national issue (Devereux et al, 2004: 5). Framing reports in this manner unconsciously draws attention away from society’s responsibility for social ills and allocates the blame with the victims. Stories involving race riots and conflict are more newsworthy than those depicting the social problems faced by minorities and are therefore more frequently published. Ethnic minorities are often defined as a threat, and the situation between minorities and majorities as one of conflict (Devereux et al, 2004: 6). News values encourage the use of stereotypes, which are familiar and recognisable to people, as they make articles easy to read and relevant. 

By exploring the concept often referred to as the knowledge gap, it is possible to determine the significance of media coverage in formulating public attitudes about Travellers and Roma. Such marginalised individuals often live lives very distant from the public at large; they regularly experience social segregation as a consequence of prejudice or discrimination. The resulting social distance that occurs between the majority and minorities leaves the former with few (socially accepted) routes to learn about the latter, beyond the media. Admittedly, the public may not unquestioningly accept the perspective of the media, however, lacking an alternative, the power of the media’s message is indisputable (Devereux et al, 2004: 4). This problem is further compounded by the fact that the media themselves also suffer the effects of social distance – their information comes mostly from majority sources, and their personnel are mostly recruited from majority groups. As minorities are largely socially distant and excluded from many institutions, including the media itself, journalists may have as little insight into the lives of ethnic minorities as the people who read their reports. Lack of access to the media on the part of minorities, further exacerbates the effects of the knowledge gap (Devereux et al, 2004:5).

Niall Crowley, director of Ireland’s Equality Authority, is fully aware of the power of the media to shape public opinion, criticising the media’s tendency to adopt conventional prejudices: ‘No statistics, no comparisons … no analysis of media reporting … The media is a key institution for the transmission of racist stereotypes … consciously or unconsciously’ (Devereux et al, 2004: 7). The Irish Traveller Movement (ITM) goes even further than this; in their submission on the Irish National Action Plan on Racism the ITM states ‘there is a disturbing lack of adherence to the ethical principals of research and reporting among many journalists. The language used by sections of the media to report minority and in particular Traveller issues is inflammatory, racist and could often be considered illegal in the context of the Prohibition of the Incitement to Hatred Act’ (www.itmtrav.com). The European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) echoes this sentiment; their Second Report on Ireland states ‘Although some media report widely and in a responsible fashion on issues of racism and intolerance, and concerning minority groups, others have tended to adopt a very negative attitude, particularly towards … members of the Traveller Community’ (CRI, 2002: 3). Radio phone-in shows come in for particular criticism by both the ITM and the ECRI. The ITM contends that such reporting is often used as a platform for airing prejudiced views, fuelling public misconceptions without being sufficiently encountered by the programme presenters. 


Circumstances in the Czech media are very similar. According to the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC), research conducted in 1996 suggested that in the media ‘Roma were associated with three main topics: poverty, crime and culture. Crime and culture each constituted about 25% of the articles, poverty covered 25-30% of the Roma-related news and the rest were various other topics’ (www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=2650). The media rarely covered the discrimination cases, and racial discrimination against Roma was as prevalent then as it is today. Some types of media are more to blame than others – local media generally report on Roma less favourably than national print and broadcast media. As evidence of this, Gábor Bernáth of the Hungarian Roma Press Centre (Roma Sajtóközpont – RSK) points to the recent phenomenon where a discrimination case that occurs in a small village frequently gets coverage on national television and radio programmes, but local media often fail to report on such cases. ‘This happens because local power interests have more direct influence on local media, but also because victims of discrimination are easily identifiable at the local level’ 

(www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=2650).  The tabloid media are also cited as having a derogatory view of Roma. They have a tendency to show the “stupid Gypsy” character – which has been there since the time of the silent films – as this is one of the oldest and most common stereotypes and it sells well.

The ECRI has also noted in its Third Report on the Czech Republic ‘harmful representations of Roma by the media, promoting negative stereotypes as well as highlighting behaviour that is different and “problematic” for Czechs’. It has admitted that there has been an improvement in the media coverage of Roma in recent times, and the Czech media are now ‘generally said to pay more attention to issues of racially motivated violence and discrimination against Roma’ and the way these subjects are portrayed. ‘However, there continue to be mainstream print and electronic media outlets that promote negative stereotypes about minority groups, particularly Roma, and foster a climate of racism’ (CRI, 2004: 22). 

Linking in with Devereux et al (2004)’s theories on news values which were analysed earlier in the essay, Barany (1994: 326-328), referring to the new post-communist Eastern European countries, states  ‘in a plethora of publications the conditions of the Roma were painstakingly described and decried, but the causes of these conditions were rarely investigated … [consequently] the negative public image of the Roma has continued or increased’. As previously mentioned, in general, the media does little to alleviate social tensions and Romani marginalisation by routinely portraying them in an unflattering light. Further proof of this may be seen in a report presented to the April 1993 session of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) which found that even in the Czech Republic (arguably the most developed state in Eastern Europe), the media presented a very negative picture of the Roma. For instance, in crime reports only Romani suspects are identified by ethnicity (Barany, 1994: 329).


Now that the nature of media coverage and its undeniable influence over public opinion has been explored, it would be beneficial to outline some recommendations to alleiviate the problem of negative coverage of Roma and Travellers in the Czech and Irish Media. There seems to be a good deal of census in this area, from both the Czech and Irish sides. In accordance with Devereux et al (2004), the ITM has the view that ‘minority groups also need greater access to the media; they are currently not reflected in the national media in any positive or constructive way … [and] there must be a process of active recruitment of minorities into the media’ (www.itmtrav.com). Bernáth also believes that it is ‘very important that Roma have their own popular, good and strong magazines, radio and television channels, because they can secure the internal political publicity of the movement, and minority media will be surely stronger in cultural issues than majority media could ever be ... news about minority cultures tend to fall into the “exotic” or “easily forgettable” categories’ (www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=2650).  In addition, both the ECRI and the ITM call for increased regulation in media codes of practice. The ECRI has recommended ‘the adoption by the media profession of codes of self-regulation to ensure a more balanced reporting of information concerning members of minority groups’. It also calls for Czech authorities to ‘remain vigilant in identifying cases where the media transgresses the law through fostering racial hatred’ (CRI, 2004: 22). In addition, the ITM also advocates that ‘journalists and media professionals undergo intense and obligatory anti-racist and awareness training, preferably as part of the journalist schools curriculum’ (www.itmtrav.com). As a compliment to this, all sources seem to agree that having increased minority representation involved in the production of news would be a very positive step in the right direction: ‘the ideal situation would be if there were enough Romani professionals in the media who could influence decisions about the selection and broadcasting of programs … mainstream media will [not] learn any time soon to judge what is degrading and to start applying self-censorship’ about issues involving members of minority groups’ (www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=2650). Finally, it has been suggested that ‘television and radio time should be allocated to programs for and about the Roma; their negative portrayal should be discouraged, and objective and balanced reporting ought to be the rule’ (Barany, 1994: 343). 


So, in conclusion it is possible to say that (unfortunately) in both the Czech and Irish national media, the vast majority of  stories concerning Roma and Travellers are detrimental. This is largely because of  scapegoating and the use of stereotyping. The knowledge gap between majority populations (including journalists) and ethnic minorities reinforces public misconceptions and popular prejudices regarding Roma and Travellers. Finally, the best way to counter this problem seems to be increased regulation of media codes of practice, improved access to the media for minority groups and  increased partcipation by these groups in the production of news.    
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