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Abstract
Roma are one of the most discriminated and marginalized groups in the 
European Union (EU). The EU has emerged as a potential ally for the 
transnational Roma community as it possesses normative power when 
espousing values such as inclusion, yet is able to elaborate policy at a 
supranational level which has supremacy over domestic policy. Thus far 
EU Roma policy has failed to address the complex issues facing Roma 
owing to inadequate policy interventions. This can be explained by the 
policy choices open to the EU which appear to be built on diametrically 
opposed foundations, posing a dilemma for EU policy-makers. This article 
focuses on the redistribution/recognition dilemma which EU institutions 
must negotiate in order to address economic and cultural injustices. For 
their part, transnational Roma activists have demanded the creation of 
an EU Roma Strategy which could address the needs and interests of 
Roma across the Union.
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Introduction

Roma have been present in Europe since the fourteenth century and have 
endured persecution and exclusion since their arrival. The exonym ‘Gypsy’ 
carries with it negative associations and is regarded as derogatory, meaning 
‘Roma’ has been embraced as the umbrella term for the 10–12 million strong 
group (European Commission, 2004) who are present in every member state 
of the EU. Most Roma are located in Central and Eastern Europe with the 
largest EU Roma populations found in Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, and 
Slovakia, although sizeable Roma populations are found in Spain and France 
(European Commission, 2011: 15–16). Attempts by Roma activists to foster 
a collective identity are hampered by Roma’s heterogeneity, as they are geo-
graphically dispersed, have different traditions, cultures, languages (although 
a common language does exist), religions, as well as divergent levels of educa-
tion and socio-economic status. When formulating policy, the EU needs to 
be aware of this heterogeneity and its impact on integrating Roma (Trem-
lett, 2011). Roma communities face entrenched structural injustices such as 
endemic unemployment, discrimination, poverty, racism, and inadequate 
access to basic services such as health and education, amongst others (ERRC, 
2006, 2007a; EUMC, 2006; ENAR, 2008; OSCE, 2009). The absence of a 
kin state has stymied attempts to address their needs and transnational Roma 
activists have responded by demanding recognition as a ‘nation without a ter-
ritory’ (Acton and Klímová, 2001: 216).

Roma communities across the EU have been targeted by discrimina-
tory policies of late which have exacerbated their socio-economic and politi-
cal exclusion. Recent examples include ethnic profiling in Italy (European 
Parliament, 2008), the segregation of Roma school children in the Czech 
Republic (ERRC, 2007b), and the forced expulsion of Roma from France 
(Davies, 2010). Whilst this persecution does not represent a co-ordinated 
effort on the part of EU governments to discriminate against Roma, it does 
signify the hostility towards this minority group at the state level, which 
is matched by prevailing negative attitudes towards Roma in mainstream 
society. The Presidency of the EU, currently held by Hungary, has promised 
to address the exclusion of Roma across the EU (ERIO, 2011: 1). Since the 
1990s, the EU has emerged as an important ally for Roma in order to improve 
their dire socio-economic and political exclusion. For many Roma activists 
one potential solution would be the elaboration of an EU Roma Strategy to 
address the multiple issues facing Roma communities including unemploy-
ment, discrimination and poverty (ERPC, 2009).

Whilst the creation of an EU Roma Strategy would signal a clearer 
commitment to Roma across Europe, there are a number of dilemmas. 
First, there is a danger that the creation of a transnational policy by the 
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EU would indirectly absolve national governments of their responsibility 
to protect their Roma communities, with Roma becoming a ‘European 
problem’ (Gheorghe, 1997; McGarry, 2011). National governments across 
the EU have proven themselves unable to address the needs of their respec-
tive Roma communities and EU intervention could mean they shirk their 
responsibility even further. Secondly, Roma require a policy intervention 
which simultaneously treats Roma the same as other EU citizens whilst also 
recognizes their difference.

On the one hand, Roma endure economic injustice as many are unem-
ployed and excluded from economic life meaning that material deprivation 
and poverty are rife (Revenga et al., 2002; Ringold et al., 2005). Moreover, 
those Roma who do find work are exploited in the labour market, carrying out 
low-paid, unsecure and menial jobs. In order to remedy economic injustice, 
a politics of redistribution is required to ensure that individuals are protected 
by the state and have the opportunity to pursue gainful employment. The 
EU frequently deploys the language of ‘inclusion’ and ‘equality of opportu-
nity’ when attempting to address economic injustice (European Commission, 
2004, 2008a; European Council, 2009).

On the other hand, Roma suffer cultural injustices due to the negative 
ascription of Roma ethnicity by mainstream society. Roma are thus con-
structed as thieves, beggars, and parasites who do not ‘fit’ the rest of society 
(McGarry, 2010). This is manifest in practices such as anti-Roma rhetoric 
espoused by the political elite in Italy (Amnesty International, 2008; FRA, 
2008) and claims by the extreme right-wing in Hungary that crime is part 
of Roma culture (Hungarian Helsinki Committee, 2009). Cultural injustice 
moves beyond the individual and requires a politics of recognition which is based 
on the validity of a group which retains dignity in its own right. The politics 
of recognition speaks of group-differentiated rights such as preferential treat-
ment which is enacted to redress cultural injustice and attempts to reaffirm 
the value of group identity. As opposed to equality of opportunity, it is based 
on equality of outcome which must be tailored to meet the collective interests 
of the Roma community.

So, how can the EU address cultural and economic injustice simultane-
ously? The following section explores how and why the EU has increased its 
focus on Roma more recently and elaborates on the redistribution/recognition 
dilemma. Fraser has drawn attention to the dilemma in struggles for jus-
tice for women which she identifies as a ‘bivalent community’ (1997: 19), 
in that they fall at neither end of the spectrum between redistribution and 
recognition, and the same is true for Roma. At the heart of the dilemma is 
discrimination which cuts across economic and cultural injustice thus anti-
discrimination legislation has emerged as one of the key policy instruments 
of EU institutions.
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EU Roma policy: Between redistribution 
and recognition

The EU did not pay much attention to Roma issues until eastward expan-
sion of the Union meant that a significant number of Roma would become 
EU citizens and enjoy many of the rights and benefits which EU citizenship 
bestows, including the freedom of movement. Western governments feared 
the migration of Roma communities thus policy was tailored to improve the 
conditions of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe resulting in fewer ‘push’ 
factors for migration (Guglielmo and Waters, 2005). Ram (2010: 206–208) 
highlights the influence which transnational advocacy networks had on the 
early formation of EU Roma policy by framing issues, such as migration, 
in a way which fits the EU’s human rights agenda. EU enlargement policy 
was based on conditionality and an ‘external incentive model’ which meant 
candidate countries had to meet political and economic criteria in order to 
accede to the EU (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2005). Part of the con-
ditionality criteria set out in Copenhagen (1993) was ‘respect for and pro-
tection of minorities’ and in its annual monitoring reports the European 
Commission dedicated significant attention to how some candidate countries 
were failing to protect their Roma communities by ‘detailing infringements 
of their civil, political, economic and social rights’ (Guglielmo and Waters, 
2005: 771). A key instrument of EU policy on Roma was PHARE funds 
which were allocated to candidate states (including Bulgaria, the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia) to address the socio-economic 
exclusion of Roma communities. The veiled motive was to reduce the incen-
tives for westward migration by combating discriminatory practices in order 
to improve Roma’s access to socio-economic provisions such as health, hous-
ing and employment. It is questionable how successful EU conditionality 
has been in improving the lives of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe 
as there exists a gap between rhetoric and reality; all candidate countries 
created institutions ostensibly to improve the situation of Roma yet they 
remain on the margins of society. Indeed, the results of a Eurobarometer poll 
(European Commission, 2008b: 8) suggest that Roma are the most despised 
minority group in Europe with 24% of EU citizens stating they would not 
be comfortable having Roma as a neighbour.

In two successive enlargements (in 2004 and 2007), ten Central and 
Eastern European states acceded to the EU meaning that the EU’s Roma 
population rose from approximately 2 million to 10–12 million. The EU 
concerns itself primarily with the politics of redistribution and treats Roma 
as a social group with fundamentally social problems and is unwilling to 
recognize the ethnic identity of minorities within the EU polity. The key 
problem with such a conviction is that it segregates economic and cultural 
injustices and ignores the fact that most Roma are exploited in and excluded 
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from the labour market because of racial discrimination. The unemployment 
rate of Roma is thought to be up to 90% in some areas although the absence 
of data disaggregated by ethnicity in many states means that we do not 
possess the hard statistics supporting this assertion, although domestic and 
transnational NGOs as well as international organizations argue that many 
Roma are systematically excluded from employment (European Commission, 
2004; ERRC, 2006, 2007a). Where data are available on unemployment, the 
figures are illustrative of the economic injustice which Roma face. Roma 
have disproportionately higher levels of unemployment in the Czech Repub-
lic where ‘the unemployment rate for the general population was 10.8% of 
the total work force in early 2004, whilst the official unemployment rate for 
Roma was estimated to be between 50% and 80%’ (European Commission, 
2004: 23).

The transition to a free market economy has gradually brought higher 
standards of living and mobility for many citizens of the newer member states 
of the EU, however ‘the socio-economic gap between majority Non-Roma 
populations is widening: its immediate effects being social unrest, mass 
migration, ever increasing levels of anti-Gypsyism and deep structural social 
exclusion’ (ERPC, 2009: 4). The EU’s High Level Advisory Group of Experts 
on the Social Integration of Ethnic Minorities and their Full Participation 
into the Labour Market (2007) and the European Parliament (2009) have 
accepted the need to integrate Roma into the labour market across Europe, 
though thus far most efforts have failed to substantially redress economic 
injustice. The European Employment Strategy (EES) was launched in 1997 
and focused on achieving 70% employment across the EU by 2010 through 
the implementation of national action plans, however no explicit direction on 
Roma was included. Moreover, the Lisbon Agenda (2001) pledged to make 
the EU ‘the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 
world’. For Roma, unemployment has been identified as the most pressing 
need (UNDP, 2002: 31; cited in Guy, 2009: 32) and it is acknowledged that 
the PHARE programme (prior to EU accession) did not focus enough on 
Roma unemployment (Guy, 2009: 38).

One reported success of the EU’s redistribution policy has been the 
ACCEDER programme in Spain from 2000 to 2006 which was part-funded 
through the European Social Fund. Significantly, this was not a Roma-specific 
policy and included unemployed non-Roma (about 30% of participants). The 
ACCEDER programme focused on training and raising awareness of employ-
ment possibilities in order to improve the quality of life and to advance the 
social integration of Roma (ERRC, 2006: 20). For EU institutions, education 
and training are regarded as key, coupled with anti-discrimination legislation 
which is enforced and monitored at the local and national level. Certainly, 
Roma activists have welcomed the funding and attention given to persistent 
unemployment and argue that if the EU is to meet its goal established in the 
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Lisbon Agenda then, given their demographic weight, Roma must be inte-
grated into the labour market. Of course, there is a danger that the focus on 
improving skills and job creation is presented as a panacea for the catalogue of 
issues facing Roma. Improving employment is important but must be com-
plemented by policies and measures to address embedded negative attitudes 
toward Roma by the majority as well as the recognition of Roma as a group 
with cultural value.

Frequently, the cultural value of Roma is undermined by national poli-
cies which denigrate Roma. In the summer of 2010, the French authorities 
embarked on a systematic programme targeting Roma, culminating in the 
expulsion of hundreds of Roma from France. In August 2010, French authori-
ties decided to expel Roma who had been resident in France for three months 
but had not secured employment. Whilst this is technically within the law, 
human rights activists accused France of singling out Roma specifically, which 
contravenes the EU’s Racial Equality Directive (2000). In September 2010, a 
leaked memo confirmed that Roma were being targeted leading the EU Jus-
tice Commissioner Viviane Reding to publicly denounce France, and threaten 
legal proceedings, arguing that: ‘Discrimination on the basis of ethnic ori-
gin or race has no place in Europe’ (Brand and Brunsden, 2010). Reding was 
particularly critical of instructions that had been issued on 5 August to local 
police authorities by the Interior Minister’s chief of staff, telling them to target 
Roma for expulsion. Ultimately the EU refrained from hauling France before 
the European Court of Justice, but its intervention drew attention to the fact 
that a member state was isolating an ethnic group for repressive policies.

The politics of recognition holds that because Roma are seen and treated 
in categorical terms – as a group – policy provisions must recognize this. How-
ever, the EU is unwilling and unlikely to recognize the difference of groups as 
this is regarded as a challenge to the sovereignty of member states which may be 
concerned with potential secessionist claims within their borders from national 
minorities. Suffice to say, Roma make no territorial claims and have no emo-
tional or political aspirations for territory. Moreover, the EU argues that exist-
ing instruments and policy, particularly mainstreaming and anti-discrimination 
legislation are adequate to redress cultural injustice. As Roma are discriminated 
against in terms of economic opportunity, they are at once marginalized in and 
excluded from the labour market. At the same time, due to negative ascriptions 
of Roma group identity, all individuals subsumed under the endonym ‘Roma’ 
are tarnished and suffer prejudice as individuals and as a group.

Roma activism in the European Union

The EU can no longer treat Roma as a peripheral issue and today uses the policy 
instruments of mainstreaming and anti-discrimination to facilitate the integra-
tion of Roma communities in member states. Roma issues are mainstreamed into 
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existing policies on employment and gender, amongst others, meaning that 
tailored provisions on Roma as a group are avoided. Roma are therefore treated 
as individuals who suffer from discrimination when accessing socio-economic 
provisions which ignores the racial/ethnic motivation of their discrimination. 
Roma activists have been quick to highlight the inadequacy of this approach, 
namely, that it has not worked thus far. They maintain that anti-discrimina-
tion legislation is too weak and lacks robust enforcement mechanisms whilst 
the mainstreaming approach is inappropriate for Roma. What they demand 
is an EU Roma Strategy with the necessary resources, benchmarks, timetable, 
and monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. The issue of Roma integration 
has never been so high on the agenda of the EU, particularly in those institu-
tions where the most vocal Roma champions are housed (European Parlia-
ment) and the expertise is located (DG Enlargement, DG Employment, Social 
Affairs and Inclusion, and DG Justice), therefore transnational Roma activists 
have attempted to take advantage of this window of opportunity to push for 
a meaningful policy intervention. Organizations such as the European Roma 
Information Office (ERIO), the European Roma Policy Coalition (ERPC) and 
the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) have applied constant pressure on 
the EU to take a leading role on Roma issues, and since 2008 the situation of 
Roma in Europe has received more attention than ever before.

Building on previous EU Roma Summits in Brussels (2008), when the 
Platform for Roma Inclusion was elaborated and in Córdoba (2010), the EU 
announced the European Framework for National Roma Integration Strat-
egies (hereafter, the ‘Framework’) in April 2011 which will help guide 
national Roma policies and mobilize funds available at the EU level to sup-
port inclusion efforts (European Commission, 2011). The Framework intends 
to develop a targeted approach for Roma inclusion by focusing on education, 
housing, health and employment. Significantly, the EU is keen to develop 27 
national strategies rather than one European strategy thus national govern-
ments are primarily responsible for developing and implementing policies to 
protect fundamental rights, tackle discrimination and promote social inclu-
sion. Roma activists and advocates such as ERRC Executive Director Robert 
Kushen highlighted the inadequacies of this intervention in a joint statement 
with the ERPC:

Although we welcome the European Commission’s direction to tackle Roma 
exclusion by defining concrete targets and timelines to address persistent and 
illegal school segregation, rampant unemployment, substandard housing and 
discrimination in access to health care, the Commission was silent on one critical 
impediment to Roma inclusion: anti-Gypsyism, which manifests itself in 
intimidation, harassment and violence against Roma. Unless States take forceful 
action against anti-Gypsyism, Roma will continue to be second-class citizens in 
Europe. (ERRC/ERPC, 2011)
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Similarly, the ERPC is disappointed that while the Framework recognizes 
the need to fight discrimination against Roma and ensure their equal 
access to all fundamental rights, it fails to specify measures to combat dis-
crimination, intimidation, anti-Gypsyism, hate speech or violence against 
Roma (ERRC/ERPC, 2011). Both criticisms highlight the redistribution/
recognition dilemma. That is, if the EU wants to integrate Roma into the 
labour market or improve the educational attainment of Roma (European 
Commission, 2011: 3–6), then how can it expect to do so without first 
confronting the racial discrimination and cultural oppression of Roma? 
The ERPC demands that the ‘Framework and National Strategies should 
include strong anti-discrimination and awareness-raising measures to 
tackle prejudice, discrimination, and anti-Gypsyism, as a precondition for 
inclusion’ (ERPC, 2010: 3; emphasis added).

The Framework falls short of the European Parliament’s Resolution on 
the EU’s Strategy for Roma Inclusion which was adopted in March 2011 
with 86% of the vote (European Parliament, 2011). This exposes a tension in 
EU Roma policy-making between the Parliament, which tends to advocate 
for a more far-reaching policy intervention and the Commission, which is 
more circumspect. Additionally, one of the criticisms of the Framework is 
that it fails to establish explicit targets for member states or specify a clear 
co-ordination mechanism, which are crucial to ensuring full and effective 
engagement of the Commission, member states and civil society. Whilst the 
Commission is correct to ascribe duty and responsibility to national govern-
ments, only the EU has the power to co-ordinate such a policy and induce 
compliance from national governments, therefore it needs to take a more 
proactive role. Roma activists and Members of the European Parliament 
have welcomed the Framework as a step in the right direction but are cau-
tious about its impact without a more significant role for the Commission.

Conclusion

The EU has not addressed the politics of recognition and pursues an eth-
nicity-blind approach to minority protection more generally. The EU has 
begun to devote more attention to the socio-economic integration of Roma, 
particularly in the fields of employment and education, which fits with its 
preferred politics of redistribution approach. However, this ignores the prej-
udice which Roma endure because of their ethnic identity, the fact that they 
are seen and treated in categorical terms. Recently the EU has increased 
its efforts to improve the situation of Roma and regards national govern-
ments and not supranational policy as the solution. Roma activists are con-
cerned that the Framework elaborated by the Commission does not go far 
enough because anti-discrimination legislation is not adequate to alleviate 
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the inter-connected socio-economic and political needs of Roma across the 
EU. Despite the inadequacies of the Framework, there is hope that it will 
deliver tangible improvements in the lives of Roma.
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