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MEETING REPORT 
 

Roma Network Meeting  

Uppsala, 13-14 October 2016 

On 13 and 14 October 2016, Eurodiaconia held its annual Roma network meeting in Uppsala. The meeting 

was hosted and co-organised by the Church of Sweden. On the first day, the meeting took place in the 

premises of the Upplandsmuseet, county museum of Uppsala County, which features ethnographic 

collections and is actively involved in raising public awareness of the Swedish Roma minority. The meeting 

was opened with a devotion given by Christel Beckdahl from the Church of Sweden and Larisa Lacatus 

from the Swedish chapter of the Salvation Army. 

Introduction and EU developments 
 
After the devotion, Stephan Burger, Policy and Membership Development Officer at Eurodiaconia, 

summarised some key EU developments in the field of Roma inclusion.  

Given the increasing importance of Roma inclusion on the EU agenda after the EU’s enlargement in 2004 and 

2007, the EU introduced an annual European Roma Platform (an event allowing key stakeholders to exchange 

experiences once per year) in 2007. In 2011, the European Commission introduced a Framework on National 

Roma Integration Strategies, encouraging Member States to take action in four key domains of Roma 

inclusion: Housing, Health, Education and Employment. ‘National Roma Contact Points’ have since been 

appointed to coordinate the implementation of strategies at national level.  

Left picture: Stephan Burger mentions recent EU developments on Roma inclusion. Right picture: Sunita Memetovic delivers the 
keynote speech on Anti-Gypsyism.  

http://t.signauxhuit.com/e1t/c/5/f18dQhb0S7lC8dDMPbW2n0x6l2B9nMJN7t5XZsRbPVHN2zhwWYfmQbKW8qC6LR56dJqxf4Lff3F02?t=http%3a%2f%2fec.europa.eu%2fsocial%2feasi&si=5863428270325760&pi=ca44b045-4662-4c92-a895-07c8309ea308
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Five years after the creation of the EU Framework, it’s still difficult to see improvements in the situation of 

Roma in Europe: a lack of political will and relevant expertise has resulted in an implementation gap at the 

local level, whilst Anti-Gypsyism continues to persist in Europe and national policies lack transparency. 

Moreover, many civil society organisations feel that Roma are still not being sufficiently involved in this process.  

In 2016, the European Commission launched National Roma Platforms in a majority of EU Member States, 

in an effort to promote structural stakeholder dialogue and mutual learning. Another important development 

has been the EP resolution on ”Anti-Gypsyism in Europe and EU recognition of the memorial day of the 

Roma genocide during World War II’’, adopted in April 2016. With this (non-binding) document, the 

European Parliament has called for the empowerment of Roma women and children in national Roma 

strategies, for effective action against Anti-Gypsyism and for the creation of an international day 

commemorating the Roma holocaust on the 2nd of August.  

On 29 – 30 November, the 9th European Roma Platform will be held in Brussels. This year, the central 

topic will be “mutual accountability of stakeholders & increased transparency”. Additionally, participants will 

discuss effective strategies in the fight against Anti-Gypsyism. 

What is Anti-Gypsyism? 
 
After Stephan’s presentation, Sunita Memetovic, a young lawyer with a Roma background and a member of 

the “Roma Inclusion group” created at the behest of the Swedish government, delivered a keynote speech on 

the meaning of the term Anti-Gypsyism. According to Sunita, the term goes beyond discrimination and 

prejudice and, in spite of the fact that the term has existed for almost a century, there is still a lack of institutional 

recognition of Anti-Gypsyism as a form of racism against the Roma people. Having lived in Sweden for about 

500 years, the Roma community has always been openly discriminated. At the beginning of the 1900s, the 

Roma were the only ethnic group legally banned from entering the country.  

In 2010, a Commission against Anti-Gypsyism was created, concluding that the situation of the Roma 

community in Sweden was not compatible with an inclusive and democratic society. However, in spite of the 

creation of this Commission, Sweden’s process towards equality is still far from complete: the situation requires 

a long-term perspective with goal-oriented politics. Discrimination is still part of the daily lives of many Roma, 

undermining their self-esteem and their opportunities. Sunita also provided a personal testimony about her 

experiences with Anti-Gypsyism as a young Roma professional. She shared how Roma who managed to enter 

the university were treated with suspicion, and how her own professional and academic achievements are 

seen as “untypical for a Roma”. Within the Roma community, she experiences both admiration and distance: 

whilst some Roma teenagers admire her choices in life, a part of the community does not consider Sunita to 

be “sufficiently Roma” to understand their problems, as she is too deeply integrated into the Swedish society. 

This mistrust is a direct consequence of Anti-Gypsyism’s harmful effects on the Roma community and 

questions of identity.  

Regarding the transferability of a “Commission against Anti-Gypsyism” to other national contexts, Sunita and 

other Roma activists participating in the meeting stressed that similar initiatives are possible but require political 

willingness to address the issue from the government’s side and a strong and organised civil society to address 

obstacles.    
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Tackling Anti-Gypsyism: what role for diaconal actors? 
 
After a short coffee break, a panel discussion was held on “Tackling Anti-Gypsyism: what role for diaconal 
actors?” The panel, moderated by Kaisa Syrjänen Schaal from the Church of Sweden, consisted of Domino 
Kai, author and political adviser at the European Parliament; Gregor Kwiek, process leader for Roma inclusion 
at the municipality of Haningen; Kriszta Naszadi, representing the Hungarian Reformed Church; and Larisa 
Lacatus from the Salvation Army in Sweden.  
 
Referring back to Sunita’s presentation, Gregor Kwiek argued that discrimination is deeply rooted in the 
everyday life of Roma. Roma discrimination has led many Roma to hide their identities: going to the doctor’s, 
visiting a flat for rent or doing a job interview are all potential situations for open discrimination. Notions such 
as ‘Roma have an unhealthy lifestyle’ and ‘Roma are almost illiterate’ are deeply rooted in public perception. 
 
Diaconal actors should try to understand and address the mistrust of Roma towards church institutions. Kaisa 
Syrjänen Schaal pointed out the long-term exclusion of Roma from the Church of Sweden, which is still 
affecting many local parishes where Roma don’t feel welcome. According to Domino Kai, the Church, as an 
institution particularly involved in shaping Swedish traditions and history, can play an important role in de-
bunking prejudices towards Roma and in promoting Roma inclusion. 
 
Georg Kwiek also pointed out the strong responsibility of the Roma community itself in integrating with the 
rest of Swedish society, and sees the involvement of Roma activists and project managers in civil society 
organisations as a precondition for Roma integration. According to Gregor, Roma need a concrete role in order 
to feel that they are accepted, both in civil society and in the church. At the same time, religious communities 
need to acknowledge their history of discrimination. A positive example of Roma empowerment a religious 
context is the Pentecostal community, where Roma involvement has decreased the gap between Roma and 
non-Roma. 
 
Concerning integration into the Church, Kriszta Naszadi pointed out the risk of segregation which can take 
place in spite of good intentions. In many regional contexts, parallel church communities have emerged for 
Roma and non-Roma. Of course, having two different reformed churches for Roma and non-Roma is not an 
acceptable model, she continued. Integration efforts should not be so much targeted towards the Roma but 
towards the majority of the church community, which often continues to harbour prejudices. It could be useful 
to start projects with one or a few Roma people in the staff. Public expressions of Roma traditions, such as 
Roma mourning rituals, offer a valuable chance to learn more about Roma culture and to tackle prejudices. 
 
Larisa Lacatus criticised the current state of affairs in Sweden in terms of bridging gaps between communities 
(whilst pointing out that positive initiatives exist in the UK), as the majority of persons employed in programmes 
for Roma integration doesn’t have a Roma background. This results in a knowledge gap among those 
responsible for Roma policies of what it actually means to be Roma. It is important to involve persons who 
have experienced discrimination themselves in developing policies and projects on Anti-Gypsyism. At the 
moment, Roma are hired mostly as mediators. Educating and welcoming a new generation of Roma 
professionals, well-equipped to engage national and European institutions, is of key importance to achieving 
real impact.  
 
When asked for concrete examples of initiatives to overcome mistrust towards Roma, both Domino Kai and 
Gregor Kwiek underlined the importance of raising public knowledge and awareness. In this context, Roma 
people who have succeeded in public life can help communities by deciding not to hide their Roma identity. 
They argued that people like Sunita Memetovic can set an example and challenge stereotypes. Furthermore, 
bringing children together and avoiding educational segregation are necessary to raise a new generation less 
prone to Anti-Gypsyism.  
 
During the Q&A session, Sunita Memetovic asked how different Roma groups can work better together. While 
Domino Kai mentioned that different Roma communities are already engaging in dialogue, Gregor Kwiek 
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argued that Roma should be more aware of their own culture and traditions. He stated that Roma often do not 
know their own traditions, assimilating negative stereotypes into their identity.  
 
Ilaria Porta from Norwegian Church Aid pointed out that Roma need true empowerment and not just access 
to services. Stanka Jankovic, programme manager for the Ecumenical Humanitarian Organisation, added 
that any empowerment attempt can happen only on the basis of consensus with and within the community. 
 

Study visit: Tracing the roots: Remnants of the State Institute for Racial Biology 
 
The second day started with the study visit to Carolina Rediviva, the main library building of the University 
Library of Uppsala. The library itself is one of the largest ones in Sweden and contains a large number of 
special collections, including the archives of the Swedish State Institute for Racial Biology. Established in 1922 
with the purpose of studying eugenics and human genetics, the institute’s purpose was to protect the “purity 
of the Swedish race”. In 1926, Herman Lundborg, who was in charge of the institute, published his work ‘The 
racial biology of the Swedish nation’. It sought to establish the physical characteristics of minorities living in 
Sweden, and to track the features distinguishing them from ‘true Swedes’. One of these minorities were the 
Roma. 
 
The institute was closed in 1958 and was transformed into the State Institute for Human Genetics. The State 
Institute for Racial Biology is symbolic for a time when minorities in Sweden experienced institutionalised 
discrimination and segregation. Roma, in particular, have been banned from entering the country (from 1940 
to 1954) and forced to undergo sterilisation (until 1970s) as part of a systematic campaign to get rid of so-
called “travellers”.  
 

The Upplandsmuseet and the project “Romani Voices” 
 
Following the study visit, the group listened to a presentation by Stina Flink from the Upplandsmuseet on the 
Romani Voices project, which aimed to promote knowledge about Roma culture as a way to challenge Anti-
Gypsyism. The Romani Voices project basically consisted of three elements: a pedagogical programme for 
schools, an open-air exhibition portraying successful Roma people (which has been displayed in several 
Swedish cities) and a book of pictures.  
 
The project for schools was aimed at familiarising children with Roma culture and Roma history. The project 
consisted of pedagogical meetings in classrooms, with educators and social workers (often with a Roma 
background) explaining Roma culture with the help of concrete objects. The need to tackle Anti-Gypsyism 
became particularly evident as pictures of the outdoor exhibition were vandalised. The positive impact of the 
project was also recognised among Roma communities, who tend to be reluctant in expressing their identity 
openly.  

From left to right: Kaisa Syrjänen Schaal introducing and presenting the speakers; Domino Kai giving a short presentation; Gregor 
Kwiek during an intervention.   
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Tackling Anti-Gypsyism as service providers: project examples 
 

The next item on the programme was a presentation of projects from Eurodiaconia members targeting Anti-

Gypsyism. Delegates from three different Eurodiaconia member organisations presented projects and 

experiences from their own countries. 

Veronka Torma from the Christian Foundation Diakonia, Sfantu Gheorghe depicted the reality of volunteering 

in Sfantu Gheorghe (Romania), which carries out outreach activities on the streets and runs an orphanage as 

well as a centre for children with learning disabilities. Veronka, who currently works as project manager at one 

of the three diaconal daycare centres for socially disadvantaged children, said the number of children receiving 

support and encouragement has increased from 12 in 2011 to 500 in 2016. Children normally come to the 

centre after school, where they receive a hot meal and homework support and can engage in leisurely 

activities. This after-school action helps children from disadvantaged realities (many of whom have a Roma 

background) to catch up with their peers at school and to escape situations of marginalisation. The projects of 

Diakonia, Sfantu Gheorghe is financed by a wide range of funders, such as the Rotary Club, Diakonie Austria 

and the German organisation Brot für die Welt. 

 

Next, Jan Šperl from Slezska Diakonie gave a presentation on the situation in the Czech Republic, where a 

many Roma face poverty and social exclusion. Many live in gettos, face high rates of long-term unemployment 

(also as a consequence of low education) and don’t earn enough for provide for themselves. They often end 

up in debt and depend on public welfare. Furthermore, the Roma minority is suffering an identity crisis because 

of discrimination, stereotypes and prejudiced attitudes. Among the services provided by Slezska Diakonie, 

several projects target the Roma minority by boosting social inclusion for families with children, providing 

emergency assistance to people in the street and providing counselling and advice. The main areas of support 

are employment support, housing, debt aid, healthcare assistance, and sstrengthening self-respect and Roma 

identity.  

 

Raluca Mattei and Kari Veiteberg from the Church City Mission Oslo presented their organisation’s projects 

concerning (Roma) migrants. In Norway, the number of EU migrants coming particularly from eastern 

Left: participants listening to the presentations. Right: Raluca Mattei and Kari Veiteberg speaking about the Oslo City Mission’s projects.  
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European countries has dramatically increased in the last four years; Roma represent an important category 

within this group. EU migrants without adequate access to social services are an increasing issue in the larger 

Norwegian cities, and the Oslo City Mission stresses the need for diaconia to be active not only in the provision 

of basic services, but also in the advocacy towards governments and local authorities. 

 

The massive increase of destitute migrants has been documented in the recently released report ‘When 

poverty meets affluence’, a joint initiative of the Church City Mission Oslo and several other organisations, 

which responds to the general lack of available data on this vulnerable new group. The range of services 

provided to unregistered immigrants, including Roma, is very wide and tries to cover all moments of the day, 

providing a form of assistance and inclusion at the same time. This includes a free daily breakfast for destitute 

migrants, sewing courses, Norwegian language and knitting classes, legal and professional counselling, 

medical assistance, assistance with administrative issues and accommodation in night shelters.  

Drafting Guidelines on “tackling Anti-Gypsyism as diaconia” 
 
After the lunch break, the participants were asked to brainstorm on next steps which diaconal actors can take 
in the fight against Anti-Gypsyism. During the plenary discussion, many interesting points were raised: 
 

 The need for a better involvement of Roma employees in project management, in media engagement 
and cultural mediation. 

 The need to raise public awareness of Roma culture and Roma history, both among church 
communities and in the society, to tackle stereotypes. 

 The need to emphasise Christian values as a foundation for challenging racism and a 
“dehumanisation” of Roma when working with church communities, in accordance with the principle 
that all human beings were created in God’s image and therefore are equal. 

 The need to overcome educational segregation and safeguard equal opportunities for Roma children. 

 
Based on the rich input given by participants, draft Guidelines on tackling Anti-Gypsyism as diaconia will be 
disseminated within Eurodiaconia’s Roma Network and published at a later stage for internal and external use.  
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Future work of the Network 
 
The meeting finished with a joint reflection on the main outcomes of the meeting and with a discussion on 
future work. Participants welcomed the focus on one overarching topic rather than several smaller ones. 
Potential themes for a future meeting could be housing or employment support/social enterprises.  
 

 


