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ROMA TRILOGY: PREFACE TO THE


ENGLISH EDITION


“What, in the end, is our position on human rights and socio-cultural and political justice?” In 2012, this question concluded the preface of this book when it was published in Finnish. We continued our research and activism on Roma issues within the framework of a European Union project that began in 2013. In RAGE – Hate Speech and Populist Othering in Europe, our Helsinki team focused in its final phase on hate against Roma who arrived here by making use of the free movement directive of the European Union. The urgency of that hate lessened in the wake of the refugee crisis of 2015, which became the most prominent immigration-related issue; for example, after 2016 no new laws have been proposed to drive Roma from Finland. There are still Roma from Eastern and Central Europe on our streets, though at the moment fewer than before due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but they no longer are the primary targets of hate speech and hate acts.


RAGE provided our work with an interesting and productive context because its concluding section, Militants from the Other Side: Antibodies to Hate Speech and Behaviour, focused on pro-action. This perspective resulted in research publications both in Europe and here in Finland. Citizens’ Activism and Solidarity Movements: Contending with Populism (Eds. Birte Siim, Anna Krasteva and Aino Saarinen, Palgrave 2019) and Mobilising for Mobile Roma: Solidarity Activism in Helsinki in the 2000s-2010s (Eds. Aino Saarinen, Airi Markkanen and Anca Enache, Trialogue Books 2020) address the issues that have risen.


In our fieldwork, we were faced with both methodological and ethical challenges and, most importantly, the breadth of pro-Roma activism, which extended from sporadic, “small” but meaningful gestures and deeds by individual actors to the long-term institution-building of established actors. In addition to numerous “friendly neighbours” and their online groups, on the move were well-known civic institutions and politicians, public servants and journalists. Many of them also sought to engage in activism in the distant countries of departure, Romania and Bulgaria. Their motivations had many sources, from shared Roma ethnicity to common (Pentecostal) religion and universal human rights. Methods of action spoke of their dedication, determination and civil courage.


Yet something was missing. Over the years, we had met and listened to mobile and migrant Roma, but we knew that in order to see human rights and economic, social and political justice realised, it was time for Roma themselves to speak.


Consequently, our publications have grown into a Roma Trilogy, which we wanted to make available to European activists and colleagues. The second volume, Mobilising for Mobile Roma (Trialogue Books 2020), was published in English, but the first, Huomio! Romaneja tiellä (Like 2012), was in Finnish. Thus, it was necessary for us to return to the 2012 volume and translate it into English as Attention! Roma on the Road (Trialogue Books 2021). In the final phase of the trilogy, we will position ourselves as cultural and political mediators. The working title of the third and final volume is In Our Own Voices, with Roma themselves as speakers and actors.


Kone Foundation has contributed to the funding of both Attention! and Mobilising as a “bold initiative”. Once more, our thanks! Among our many other supporters, we also thank the Aleksanteri Institute of the University of Helsinki, the Helsinki Deaconess Institute and its Hirundo drop-in centre, all solidarity actors we have met, all writers, publishers Like and Trialogue Books, and translator Alisa Manninen. And, most of all, the “new Roma” themselves.


In Helsinki, on International Romani Day, April 8, 2021,


The Roma Trilogy team: Anca Enache, Airi Markkanen, Heini Puurunen and Aino Saarinen




PREFACE


The Roma of the eastern regions of Central and Southern Europe have caught off guard the well-organised and wealthy Nordic countries where we are proud of how local Roma were given apartments and social security during the creation of the welfare state in the 1960s and 1970s. These newcomers, have-nots in numerous ways, force us to consider both our own system and our relationship to the “new Europe”, the European Union. How is the principle of free movement realised and how should it be realised? How do we respond to the building of walls in EU Europe in the midst of our own regions, cities and communities? Here in the very sheltered North – as the world’s social benefactors and political peacemakers – do we feel well if we declare ourselves to be bystanders? Do we define paperless people and Travellers as “other”, without participation even in fundamental human rights?


The end of socialist regimes and the EU’s Eastern expansion appear to be particularly ambivalent paths of development when they are viewed from the perspective of the everyday life and culture of excluded groups. A lecture series and seminar named Romaninaiset ja -perheet liikkeellä Suomessa ja EU-Euroopassa [Roma women and families on the move in Finland and EU Europe] was held by the University of Helsinki in the autumn of 2010. The participants of the event came from many disciplines and professional fields, and many had already participated in some way in seminars and activity regarding the “Roma question” – which is no wonder, as for years the topic has been among the central disputes between officials, politicians and civic actors.


This book has brought together the thoughts of eleven writers who are active in different fields for the purposes of both wider publicity and to serve as teaching and research material. We have sought to make the chapters easy to read and accessible to all who are interested in the topic. It is also important that in this book problems and questions are looked at through the eyes of both Romanians and Finns, considering countries of both departure and arrival, and without forgetting the inclusion of local Finnish Roma.


The Kone Foundation has supported our book project with a grant – our warmest thanks for this. The Aleksanteri Institute of the University of Helsinki, whose research and teaching also focus on the regions of Eastern and Southern Europe and the post-socialist transition period, has also been sympathetic. A special thanks to the head of the Institute’s IKEBB programme, Jouni Järvinen, DSocSci. In addition to the authors, our thanks also go to the other speakers of the lecture series: the chair of the Advisory Board on Romani Affairs, MP Pekka Haavisto, Secretary General of the Finnish League for Human Rights, Kristiina Kouros, and Helsinki International Artist Programme (HIAP) curator Marita Muukkonen and researcher Ivor Stodolsky, who have approached Roma culture by means of art. We hope that the reception of the book will help and inspire us in our continuation project, an international publication by researchers.


Our book will be published on Europe Day, 9 May. What, in the end, is our position on human rights and socio-cultural and political justice?


Helsinki, in April 2012


Airi Markkanen, Heini Puurunen and Aino Saarinen




INTRODUCTION




Airi Markkanen, Heini Puurunen and Aino Saarinen


Everyday Life, Culture and Policies


When we were starting this book project, there was already a great deal of discussion and commentary about the “Roma question” in various media. For the majority of Finns, to whom the plight of the Roma minorities of former socialist countries has been an unknown phenomenon, the information that is available is, however, often such in nature that it must be approached critically.


Questions regarding the life and culture of Roma, who are national minorities in many countries, attract significant interest both in Europe and globally, especially in the UN. The problems of Roma are integrally related to the collapse of socialism and the EU’s expansion in Eastern Europe. In the coming years, the expansion will continue in the Balkans and at the same time the number of Roma from post-socialist countries will increase in EU countries. It is necessary to observe the issue from multiple angles: on the levels of the union, member states and local communities, and through the eyes of minority and majority populations. It is also necessary to use many kinds of materials: interviews based on relationships of trust, fieldwork, archival work, statistics, and texts from media and politics.


In particular, this book will describe the mobile way of life of Roma from Romania and Bulgaria, both in their homelands and on their travels across Europe. The separate case studies from Finland are united by their consideration of issues related to welfare and citizenship. In addition to economic-social and cultural civic rights and duties, a central issue will be the agency of Roma themselves in everyday life and in family and kin relationships. (The culture of Roma will be appraised critically.) Especially for women, gendered human rights violations are relevant. We will present the everyday lives of women who beg or apply for asylum, the meaning of home and the education of children. So-called cross-national motherhood leans on different views of work and income, and it cannot be isolated from the internal power relations of Roma culture.


The book is comprised of five main sections: the introduction, the everyday life of Roma, their history and present, policies and media, and the conclusion.


A beginning


The first to take the floor is a Finnish Roma, Kyösti Roth. In his chapter, Roma Beggars in the Manhattan of Helsinki, he describes his encounters with Romanian Roma and comments on the reporting about their arrival. Following the news created the impression that “Finland was at war with beggars” – as though these three hundred or so Roma were about to conquer the country. Roth recalls his own childhood in the 1950s when Finnish Roma also had to beg. He describes his journey from the son of an “asocial liquor-seller” to a Roma activist who delivered weekly donations of food and clothing to the Kalasatama camp until early autumn 2011 when the city finally, after a struggle that had lasted for some years, took down the camp. Roth also comments on how Finnish Roma relate to Roma from Romania and elsewhere in Eastern Europe. It is apparent that local Roma who live in the midst of prosperity find it awkward to encounter an underprivileged beggar. Roth notes that one thing that Finnish Roma could learn from Romanian Roma is the sense of community and togetherness, support and care, that they show to each other.


The everyday life of Roma


In the study of society and culture, one fundamental issue is the relationship of everyday life and culture to structures and the tension between them. This issue is particularly relevant when it concerns majorities and the minorities pushed into marginalisation, “othered” in multiple ways, who have little or no economic, cultural or political power. Thus, it is important that Roma, a minority group that is Europe’s most numerous yet scattered across many nations, should themselves take part in conversations and struggles. The study of everyday life and culture, fieldwork and spending time with Roma offer an opportunity to make visible their own interpretations, ways of survival, goals and dreams.


In the first main section of the book, Anca Loredana Enache’s chapter, The Cycle of Poverty: The Recent Migration of Romanian Roma to Helsinki as a Survival Strategy, draws on many years of fieldwork and participation. Enache, who moved to Finland from Romania a few years ago, has worked in the Helsinki Deaconess Institute’s Rom po drom project since 2008. She has been active in the Hirundo day centre, which is supported by the Institute and helps various paperless migrants and EU Travellers. Enache lays out the phases of circular migration in which Roma travel from Romania to Finland or other Western European countries and back again in order to earn their daily bread and make money to be sent home to families and relatives left behind. This activity is supported by close-knit networks: they are means of relaying information, help and assistance without which it would be impossible for families to survive. Constant migration transforms the lives of both those who go and those who stay, their human relationships and the internal labour divisions of the family. Through migrations and returns, the concepts and practices of nurturing, care and parenthood are changed. It is interesting that Roma women also have the opportunity to assess and compare the life of women in Finland and their own community.


Airi Markkanen’s chapter, The Conditions of Living for Romanian Roma in Finland and Romania: Is There Room for Roma in EU Europe?, seeks an answer to a more rarely asked question, “What kinds of people are Romanian Roma beggars?” The chapter is based on the interview materials of the Rom po drom project and Markkanen’s own fieldwork in Helsinki and Romanian Roma villages. Markkanen describes the life of Roma women in particular and communicates their stories about life on the tough streets of Helsinki and in the Kalasatama camp. Poverty manifests itself in the most varied ways and material deprivation is often connected to cultural contempt. Markkanen’s key point is that the classification of people has not disappeared and apparently never will. But from the margins, can one see something that those in the centre cannot? It is clear that the living conditions of these people are poor due to the marginalisation and stigmatisation aimed at them. At the same time, the majority must be wary of the exoticisation of those who live on the outside and in the shadows, as this can also be considered the production of “otherness”.


Heini Puurunen’s chapter, Travelling in the Balkans: Bulgarian and Serbian Roma at the Crossroads of Tradition and Change, examines Romania’s neighbouring countries, Bulgaria and Serbia, and the condition of their large Roma minorities in the past and today. On the basis of observations made by the author in the region and local research literature, the chapter considers the meaning of Roma culture’s traditions and rules especially in the lives of the women of Roma communities. The problems of the coexistence of Roma and the rest of the population are also present. The years following the end of the socialist system have been difficult for Southeastern Europe. Economic difficulties and the enactment of political reforms have led to worsening living conditions and a harsher general atmosphere, which has been hard particularly for populations in inferior positions, such as Roma. The chapter, in other words, aims to illustrate those local conditions whose defects have become visible as far away as in Finland due to migrant Roma.


History and present


The next section begins with Miika Tervonen’s chapter, The Excluded: The Brief History of Marginalising Roma. Tervonen describes how European Roma have been subjected to centuries of persecution and discrimination. Finally, he also turns to recent macro-level changes. He aptly remarks that it is rarely understood what kind of everyday history the discrimination and violence faced by Roma have and how their roots lie deep in the structures of European society from the late Middle Ages onwards. However, Tervonen does not use history to explain “everything”. The current distress of various Roma and Traveller groups is also the result of swift developments that have taken place over the past two decades. The breaking away of Eastern European countries from the socialist camp and their move towards the Western European Union has led to the almost total social exclusion of Roma groups.


Susanna Mehtonen’s chapter, Roma and Human Rights: The Cycle of Poverty Leads to Human Rights Violations, tells about the work of Amnesty International’s human rights campaign Roma are treated like trash to decrease and prevent discrimination of Roma. She describes how anti-Roma sentiment is expressed in Eastern Europe, most blatantly in the form of the racial segregation of schools, substandard living conditions and forced evictions. Amnesty has reported on and campaigned against the violations of the human rights of Roma for a decade. This work has expanded from resisting violations of the civic and political rights of Roma to also fighting violations of their economic, social and educational rights.


Policies and media


The changes, actual or attempted, in Finland’s state-level norms and policies and the practical programmes that carry them out are tied to the EU’s free movement directive, the Charter of Fundamental Rights and the equality directive. On the one hand, Roma who arrive here encounter the Finnish residence-based social system. Violations of human rights – the misanthropy that has increased in the past few years, the cultural stigmatisation of Roma and the overall lack of social and economic rights – are all factors that mobile Roma experience in their everyday lives. In the spread of poverty, social inequality, misanthropy and intolerance, politicians play their own undeniable part on local, national and EU levels.


Cristina Raț, in her chapter Roma Women and Children: The Losers in Romania’s New Family Policies, examines the inefficiency of the social security system and those political acts that have led to many Roma being forced to seek an income abroad. Raț notes that the membership requirements set out by the EU included the demand to improve the situation of the Roma population and public child care institutions. When these issues were separated from the big picture of family policies and the wider anti-poverty reforms, the end result was nothing like what had been hoped for. The reforms, which also included various coercive measures, have not led to improvements in the everyday lives of Roma families: on the contrary, they have even led the situation of the poorest Roma families to deteriorate. Raț also addresses the public debate related to the reforms. There were attempts to brand Roma, due to their large families, low income and “welfare dependency”, as a segment of the population that does not deserve state aid – they became the “dishonourable poor”, even as poverty was “gypsified”. She feels that classification into “honourable” and “dishonourable” poor increases prejudice and deepens the division of society, in the end even justifies acts to increase the welfare state’s financial savings. The materials used in the chapter are, above all, statistics and analyses of the structure of earned income for unemployed and irregularly employed families with children.


In his chapter, Deported Citizens in the Area of Free Movement, Ari Hirvonen focuses on violations of Roma rights in the EU and especially the controversial case of Finland’s beggar law. Roma discrimination has deep roots everywhere in Europe. Anti-Roma legislation, the application of laws and the development of their enactment are illustrated through examples from the era when Finland was under Swedish rule, when it was attempted to end the travelling tradition of Roma through statutes that aimed at increasing permanent residence. An extreme case of legal practices is National Socialist Germany. Although Roma are EU citizens today, they are treated as “internal outsiders” to whom fundamental rights guaranteed to citizens of member states and the union do not apply, not even human rights. Hirvonen also considers Finland’s recent political-administrative attempts to criminalise begging, which began at the time when mobile Roma beggars settled in Helsinki. He examines the ban on begging from the perspective of fundamental rights and emphasises that the criminalisation of begging contradicts the principle of equality in the Constitution of Finland. Because the actual aim of criminalisation was to interfere with the activity of Roma beggars specifically, it conflicts with fundamental and human rights. Hirvonen also emphasises that even if the criminalisation of begging in the Public Order Act would be written to apply to all, this would not remove the problem that in the background of the law there is a purpose that violates equality and is discriminatory.


Aino Saarinen’s chapter, Freedom of Movement: A Challenge to Finnish Migration Policies and the Woman-Friendly Welfare State, turns the conversation to migration policies on national and multinational levels. Finland’s migration policies rely on the residence-based welfare model: citizens and migrants with residence rights have equal formal rights and obligations. The most important of obligations is gainful employment, which, through taxation, creates the preconditions for transfers of income, equalisation of income and welfare services. However, Roma who experience discrimination in their home countries have few resources for the employment migration preferred by the EU and they are inevitably left out of the right of residence. But even if employment migration were to be successful, family reunification would be difficult because the incomes of Roma would be small and the “burden of maintenance” large: their family model is kin-based and thus larger than the Nordic two-generation model. Roma have already been rejected as humanitarian-economical migrants. However, Saarinen asks whether statutes regarding human trafficking, gendered violence and children’s rights compel the union and countries of arrival, especially the Nordic countries, to open their gates. The chapter concludes with a consideration of political justice and participation in decision-making by Roma. In addition to hate speech and hate acts, creative new political acts and interactive conversations should be made visible. We must also remember that the Roma community sets its own limits to the participation of Roma women.


Kimmo Oksanen’s chapter, How the Media Discovered Beggars: Observations on the Relationship of Roma Beggars and Media in 2006 – 2011, challenges old and new media and their readers and viewers who follow, through media, the lives of Roma on the streets of Helsinki and in various lodgings, camps and shelters. Oksanen has observed Roma beggars from a prime spot in the office of Helsingin Sanomat in Sanomatalo, close to where Roma sit daily to carry out their work. Newspapers began to write about Roma quite soon after their arrival but reporters did not mention the names of the interviewees, as though these individuals had no meaning. It took a long time before Roma began to be treated like any other interviewees, as individuals and human beings, not just the nameless representatives of their “herd” – before Roma received faces, names and backgrounds. TV1 [a television channel of the Finnish public broadcaster Yle] began its news coverage relatively late; in the beginning it was overwhelmingly negative and tied together criminals and Roma, neatly creating the label criminal = Roma. Later news coverage, through criticism and increased awareness, became more varied. Oksanen notes that media does not solve the problems of Roma but makes them visible, and ultimately he emphasises that it is the duty of media to keep Roma beggars in the news as long as they are present.


Conclusion


The book is concluded by Erkki Tuomioja with his chapter, The Position of European Roma in the EU: The Finnish Perspective, in which the current situation and lines of development are illustrated from the perspective of political leadership, without forgetting Roma civic activism. Tuomioja emphasises that it is the duty of governments to see to it that the human rights of minorities are also realised. Finland’s experience with the cooperation of authorities and Roma is longer than that of many other European countries, and therefore it is Finland’s aim to be a pioneer in promoting the participation and equality of the Roma population. However, not all EU member countries, including some of the newest, are willing to commit to long-term activity to improve the conditions of their Roma populations. This is in conflict with the EU’s central principles of justice and legislation. Tuomioja further emphasises that strategies and policies have to be transformed into concrete acts. To secure results, it is necessary to create a funding system through which the EU’s member states and civic organisations may, without undue administrative burdens and need for self-financing, receive funds for the improvement of the conditions of Roma. At the same time, it is important to educate civic actors and representatives of Roma organisations in the use of structural funds and to strengthen the skills of Roma themselves in various areas of societal influence. It is clear that acts that aim at the improvement of the position of Roma must always ensure the right of Roma to participate in and truly influence the decision-making that involves them. This has been a central principle in Finland and it should be a primary goal on the European level as well.


On the sidelines or participating?


The purpose of this book is to present the views of writers who are active in civic activism, research, journalism and politics on questions that many are asking about the situation of Eastern European Roma. Social and cultural theory offer many and varied solutions. Some of them have a starting point of achieving likeness, assimilation into the majority, while others focus on cultural understanding of difference, perhaps even its “celebration”. The critical approaches turn to exclusionary, “othering” structures. None of them can offer a complete explanation for problems, but the means for new approaches must be sought at least from the latter two perspectives. Though the book does not seek to formulate direct solutions to the problems discussed, one of its goals may become realised if it manages to make Roma life, with its difficulties and hopes, easier for Finns to feel close to.


We all must also make a choice: are we observers or participants, and participants in what ways? Do we push aside mobile beggar Roma as “worthless” or do we open for them the doors of our institutions that secure and promote wellbeing? Or do we honour their difference by partaking in genuine dialogue and cooperation in which the critical gaze is also turned on ourselves? Could it be that the idea of, for example, “begging work” as work is distressing because it forces us to consider fundamental changes to economy and labour that touch us all, the breaking apart and casualisation of the earning of income in all kinds of ways?


Working for change nonetheless requires political activity on many levels, multinational, national and local. Policies should not be promoted on any stage without also listening to mobile Roma themselves – not to forget those who are silenced and have little power in that community: children and women, who seem to have been left behind or on the sidelines as Roma have gone on the move politically. It is vitally important to make visible and support Roma women’s own networks and campaigns. Roma World Congresses and forums and events within the EU cannot be the monopoly of men. Although many Roma women are also activists, it still appears that Roma life, Roma culture, is built “according to men”. Through their lives and acts, women must advance the honour of their man and kin, not their own cause.


Also needed are the political acts of majorities, on a grassroots level and in the “system”. They can occur in passing, for example through participation in demonstrations, and in the long term, as the building of cross-cultural networks, inauguration of services and support of human rights interpretations that respect human dignity. In Finland, it is already possible to list a number of activists, individuals and organisations that have arranged events and acts in which moral statements have become realised through practical projects – and utopias have been presented of a Finland, Europe and world in which there would no longer be “dishonourable poor”. Political talk about the EU as a “region of humane hope” is, in a word, grotesque as long as our “internal others” live on the streets and in temporary camps.




A BEGINNING




Kyösti Roth


Roma Beggars in the Manhattan of Helsinki


In the spring of 2010 Finland went mad. Three hundred Roma arrived in our country to beg. The sight of a Roma begging on the streets was new to many, even though Finnish Roma had still begged in the 1960s – 1970s. I myself “begged” or earned money for a ticket by singing on the train on the way to Helsinki. To many who are used to Finnish prosperity, however, the sight of an underprivileged beggar is awkward, unheard of and inappropriate these days.


Throughout the whole summer of 2010, the media featured daily news about Roma beggars, in a swinging style. At the same time, the Ministry of the Interior began preparing the “beggar law” due to the “security threat” caused by three hundred beggars. In the preparation of the law the organised crime that might be behind the beggar phenomenon was considered, as well as human trafficking, even though there was no verified and confirmed court decision on the matter. The media reported on the topic on this basis, without researching its true nature. All this was projected onto the perception and attitudes of Finns as the one and only truth.


In my chapter, I will tell about my experiences and work among Romanian Roma in both Romania and Finland. I comment on the political phenomena and discussions of our time, and I also consider potential threats that are relevant to the entire Roma population and their situation in Europe. In Europe a widespread classification of people is taking place, based on ethnic, religious and economic justifications.


The Prime Minister’s solemn opening


In 2010, Finland’s former Prime Minister, Matti Vanhanen, advised us not to give money to beggars so that begging could be ended. Vanhanen also mentioned that begging indicates organised crime and human trafficking, even though he “has no proof of that”. Then it clicked in my head. I thought that if a person in the position of the prime minister publicises guesswork in the media without proof, the matter must be addressed at once.


On internet forums, an unprecedented chatter began about the dangerous and threatening beggars. I took part in seminars and lecture series as a speaker and kept a brave pro-beggar blog on the Uusi Suomi website. Now that created a real hassle! On my blog I wondered about a few things. Religious people from various congregations had adopted the media’s view of the beggars, so they could hardly be bothered with the distress of Roma even though they, if any, should include in their values the defending of the poor and the oppressed.


Some of my blog writings outraged Finns. They said I was welcome to leave Finland, at times for Romania, at others for Somalia, and also asked me to take with me the entire Finnish Roma tribe that I represented so that it would not disturb their Finnish welfare system! The writing on my blog was partially humoristic, even though the matter itself is serious because the Roma question has perhaps come to Finland to stay.


As a result of the recession, the tone regarding beggars became even more negative. Political parties and members of the Parliament put their anti-beggar fingers in the pie, thinking of the upcoming parliamentary election, and released anti-beggar statements to the public. There began a heated contrasting of Finnish poor with Roma beggars who have no human and fundamental rights and encounter ethnic discrimination. When following the news and discussion, at times it seemed that three hundred Romanian Roma beggars were about to conquer all of Finland. It seemed as if Finland was at war against beggars.


Evicting losses of image


The City of Helsinki made a statement at the point when Roma camped in the yard of Sosiaalikeskus Satama [Harbor Social Center], a property in Helsinki’s Kalasatama that was taken over by Vapaa Katto ry [Free Roof association]. Eviction measures began against Roma and Sosiaalikeskus Satama. On this topic, there was also a series of numerous press events, demonstrations, seminars, lectures, statements and official declarations. At the same time, Roma could only hope that they could earn their living honestly by begging and be left in peace by the police who arrived in Kalasatama in the mornings to wake them up. Roma would have woken up without the police because every morning they left at around eight to their work of begging on the streets.


The most troubling thing in this matter seemed to be that apparently the only ones active were Helsinki’s mayor Jussi Pajunen, acting according to his own deliberation, and his subordinate Jarmo Räihä, a leading expert on social services. The city’s council and administration did not take part even in the bringing about of a political solution. The officials responsible for rescue, fire and electrical safety in Helsinki did their all to evict Roma from the yard of Sosiaalikeskus Satama, on the basis of this and that law, without regard for the real distress of Roma. Sosiaalikeskus Satama was dismantled in the autumn of 2011, when Roma scattered wherever they could: mostly to the homes of city people willing to help or to sleep in their cars.


The son of an antisocial alcohol seller as a Roma activist


In the spring of 2010, I also decided to have a good swing at the hornets’ nest. With a few Christians I had not previously been acquainted with, I founded Helsinki’s own beggar work group in answer to the Roma work group of officials from the City of Helsinki. Our aim was to help the Roma in the Kalasatama camp in a concrete sense.


As I prepared to encounter the Romanian Roma staying in Kalasatama for the first time, I thought about Finland in the 1960s. Then I came from the children’s home where I lived to visit my mother, who lived in Kerava’s Savio in a wooden self-made trailer. The trailer was in the forest next to the road and included a kitchen and bedroom. My mother supported herself with alcohol sales and every evening people would come to the trailer to fetch a drink. In that manner my mother earned a living for my three younger siblings who lived with her. Her other children my mother had been forced to leave in a children’s home in Keuruu.


I followed the goings-on through the eyes of a young 10-year-old boy and wondered how one could live in such conditions. There was no opportunity to take a shower, no water pipe, and the forest was used to answer the call of nature. In the children’s home I myself had grown used to roomy spaces, cleanliness and sufficient food. With my mother I also visited other Roma families. This was a time when Roma could not yet find apartments in Finland, but mainly travelled and slept in tents or self-made trailers in the forests, and tried to keep on going somehow. Due to this, I could already anticipate something similar in Kalasatama.


The first time I went to the camp a little child inside me was crying. Before me was a sight that reminded me of the past, yet at the same time created a feeling of seamless belonging with them. They were my people, part of me, part of the roots I had lost, part of my lost tribe. I loved them from my heart. I ran out of the car in a rush of emotion, took a few of them by the neck and embraced them. They looked at me and my reaction with a bit of wonder. I asked if anyone here speaks English and one young man replied in the affirmative.


In the beginning some of the Roma treated me with great suspicion, until I explained to them, while the young man translated my speech into the Roma language, that I was a Roma myself. Their attitude was understandable because they had a harsh view of the people who had constantly been coming to the camp to make newspaper stories about them. During this visit we intended to film a TV programme. For help I had to take with me a Romanian-speaking interpreter, through whose assistance I told the Roma that we were making a programme about them. In the programme we sought to present a realistic picture of their problems and distress. I told them that my parents are Finnish Roma who had lived in even poorer conditions than the Roma did now in Kalasatama. Then the journalist did get a wonderful interview from a Roma woman and we were able to film the programme.


The beggar team in the midst of everyday life


During the summer and autumn of 2010, we collected around a hundred and fifty sacks of clothing donations that we delivered to the Roma in the camp. The delivery of clothing was always followed by a colourful show. After we lifted the sacks outside the car it did not take longer than a minute before they were empty. Roma rushed to the sacks with hue and clamour, took the sacks apart, and it seemed as though a battle for survival had begun over the clothing.


I used social media to appeal to people for donations. Ordinary people understood the distress of Roma better than officials and they began to empty their closets, washing the donated clothing and delivering it to me through Helsinki’s Matkahuolto [a company that operates bus stations and maintains a parcel transportation service].


Every Tuesday I went with my “beggar team” to fetch food donations from various places. Some of the food, such as meat and other basic food items, we also bought. We sorted them into fifty different plastic bags in the yard of my block of flats and with our cars packed to bursting we drove as a caravan to the Roma camp. The Roma knew that we would arrive on Tuesday afternoons and waited for our arrival eagerly. The distribution of food bags passed in total chaos on the first occasions. We put the bags on the ground and thought that everything would go peacefully, yet it was everything but. About a hundred campers rushed on the bags with force and fury, as if they had never seen food before. Some got several bags, others were left without. So, on the next visits we did everything differently. We took the bags from the car by hand and went to the “home” of each family, a self-made shack of wood or a worn-down car, and gave them a food bag. In this way we made sure that all families received one.


Our team became good friends with the Roma. They spoke openly of their problems in their homeland and of the reasons that had forced them to leave for other countries to beg. My friend Aleksander always emphasised that in Romania racism against Roma reaches absurd levels, and despite their efforts they cannot find jobs even while having professional skills in different fields. They are considered second-class citizens because of their ethnic origin. Once a Roma friend of mine called me in distress from Romania. His father had told his son to whore or practise prostitution so that family and relatives could have bread on the table and heating for the house, where electricity had been cut off. He was crying on the phone. I sensed at once that this was not a scam or fake crying, but Romanian everyday reality that showed its bleak face to people.


In the summer and autumn of 2010, the members of our team were committed to our task because they felt it was a calling. The best thanks that we received was seeing the little girls and boys made happy by the gifts we brought.


The reaction of Finnish Roma to Roma beggars: a moment for self-reflection


How had Finnish Roma reacted to beggars? Well, poorly and very poorly. One Roma woman came to me in a shop and said, “Haven’t those Romanian Roma come here to ruin the opportunities of us Finnish Roma?” I told her simply, haven’t we managed to ruin our own opportunities by ourselves? The Roma woman’s question describes quite well the reaction of Finnish Roma to beggars. It is possible that we are already so used to Finnish prosperity that we have forgotten our parents’ tough experiences.


It must be said, however, that in us Finnish Roma and our community there are plenty of faults to spare. This is a small, closed community that does communicate with the majority but mostly creates social connections with members of our own tribe. The community is also suspicious of the majority. Very negative phenomena have been “culturalised”, it is believed that something “is part of our culture”. The weak, oppressed position of women, the constant threat of violence and even its idealisation is destroying that magnificent Roma culture I saw in my youth. It included tolerance, understanding and thoughtfulness to others, helping and respect across borders! In the Roma Music School that I founded I have taught numerous young people and at the same time given spiritual guidance and tips for growing and integrating into our society. When there are no means for participation, one’s own community becomes ever closer and actually this narrows one’s space for movement. Finnish Roma could learn from Romanian Roma that deep sense of belonging that they feel among each other and which they show in practice to each other. Finnish Roma have scattered each into their own sets of relatives, and they too have already split into smaller units in which, due to arguments, there are not always dealings even with one’s own kin.


Finnish Roma are part of a European ethnic group, the Roma people, and many of us feel a sense of belonging with Roma from other countries. However, Finnish Roma and Roma organisations are afraid that history will repeat itself. In what ways did Germany’s National Socialist anti-Roma and anti-Jewish policies of the Second World War begin? Do these things have points of connection with current Finnish and European Roma policies? In the early days of the Second World War’s persecutions of Jews and Roma that led to the Holocaust, various legal acts were adjusted to also apply to Roma. They were the beginning for permissible expression of more widespread hatred. In the early years, the main goal of Nazi policies was not the kiln but the social and economical isolation of Roma and their banishment from Germany. Most anti-Roma acts were carried out in full view of the world’s eyes. Typical forms were discriminative legislation, the removal of preconditions for economic activity, public shaming, administrative hindrances and social isolation. The same things are taking place all the time in modern Europe and Finland.


Extreme nationalist forces are tightening their grip on various European countries. It has been suggested in Hungary that Roma felt to be a threat to “public order” could be forcibly removed to separate camps to be founded on the edges of the city. The camps founded by cities would be declared to be under curfew, and in addition Roma sent to them would be deprived of Hungarian citizenship. The aim would be to force families away from their homes and transfer these families to camps for the protection of public order. Families could “return to civilised society” if they were able to show various city committees that they had changed their ways and sent children to school. Otherwise, they would spend the rest of their lives in such camps. It was also suggested that Roma children should be sent to special schools where their isolation would be a more productive “educational tool”. According to the Hungarian Jobbik party, radical acts such as camps and separate schools would “help Roma out of poverty”. Over two and a half years in Hungary, there have been around thirty firebomb attacks on Roma that have killed at least seven people. They have also been shot at. The opponents of the camp proposals have said that this resembles the National Socialism of the 1940s.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
TRIALOGUE Books

Roma on the Road

Eds. Airi Markkanen, Heini Puurunen and Aino Saarinen





