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1  — 

Introduction

Many people would call this a report about ‘Gypsies’. However, it is generally 

not acceptable amongst the Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands to use the word 

‘Gypsy’. Nonetheless, this is the term used in colloquial speech to refer to these 

groups. In addition, not everybody is aware of the difference between ‘Gypsies’ 

and Travellers. The term Travellers (or caravan dwellers) refers to a lifestyle (or 

a type of housing) while the Roma and Sinti are considered an ethnic group. 

In the Roma and Sinti community the expression ‘Gypsies’ has a very negative 

connotation. The word probably originated from the German phrase ziehender 

Gauner, which can be translated as travelling rogue. More than enough reason 

for us to refer to them as Roma and Sinti in this study. 

On 1 May 2004, the European Union expanded with member states from Mid-

dle and Eastern Europe. This raised the question of whether these countries 

provide enough opportunity and protection to Roma and Sinti residing within 

their borders. It is common knowledge that the Roma and Sinti in these coun-

tries occupy a less than enviable position. Consequently, an array of European 

institutions — such as the Council of Europe — have repeatedly insisted that this 

population group should receive extra assistance and protection against dis-

crimination. However, the question of whether the position of Roma and Sinti 

in Western Europe is actually any better also presents itself, or do they simply 

attract less attention because the population group is so much smaller. And fi-

nally, to what extent are Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands confronted with 

discrimination and unequal treatment? It is this last question that we want to 

answer with this study. 

Reports are periodically prepared within the framework of the project ‘Monitor 

Racism and the Extreme Right’ about the state-of-affairs regarding racial dis-

crimination, racially motivated violence, and the extreme right in the Nether-

lands. The Monitor Project is conducted in joint cooperation by the Anne Frank  
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House and Leiden University. The reporting about the discrimination of Roma 

and Sinti in the Netherlands has only been incidental during the course of this 

project. For instance: the fourth Monitor Report included an account of the ‘buy-

out’ in the year 2000 of a group of Roma by the municipality of Driebergen  1. 

The (amount of the) compensation as well as the treatment of these Roma after 

their departure from the town attracted the attention of the nationwide media 

in the country for months. In addition, the Roma and Sinti scarcely appear in the 

figures gathered for the purposes of the Monitor Project. A possible explanation 

is that that this relatively small population group experiences no significant 

forms of discrimination. The Roma and Sinti do not appear in overviews 

such as those compiled in the Netherlands in the past years by the Landelijke 

Vereniging van Anti-Discriminatie Bureaus en Meldpunten (National Federation 

of Anti-Discrimination Agencies and Hotlines). The Roma and Sinti hardly ever 

file complaints with the Dutch Commissie Gelijke Behandeling (cgb or Equal 

Treatment Commission) or the Public Prosecutor’s Office. Another plausible 

explanation is that the Roma and Sinti in this country experience discrimination, 

but they do not report these incidents to established institutions such as the 

police, Anti-Discriminatie Bureaus or the Commissie Gelijke Behandeling. 

Therefore, how extensive is the discrimination that the Roma and Sinti expe-

rience in the Netherlands? Because exact figures in this area are lacking, we 

sought the advice of ‘key informants’ to answer this question. These are people 

who have specific expertise in the subject area Roma and Sinti. Our goal was to 

make an inventory — from the perspective of the Roma and Sinti — of whether 

incidental or structural instances of discrimination occurred in the period 2002-

2003. This particular time frame was chosen because it corresponds with the 

most recent (fifth) Monitor Report and also prevents our analysis from being 

based on material that is (more or less) outdated. Information provided by the 

key informants was supplemented by available statistics in this area, which 

were collected in the same period by the Documentation Centre of the Anne 

Frank House.

It is almost impossible to answer the questions posed in this investigation, or 

to make recommendations, without considering the background and social 

position of those who live in the different Roma and Sinti communities in the 

Netherlands. Therefore, such an account is included in this report. The selec- 

tion of the key informants and the chosen methodology are explained later in 

these pages.
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Definitions and
methodology 

The United Nations International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Racial Discrimination (icerd) defines the term race as (skin) ‘colour, descent, 

or national or ethnic origin...’  2 This 1965 convention, to a certain extent cre- 

ated in response to the atrocities of the Second World War, was ratified by the 

Netherlands in 1966. What therefore follows from this is that Roma and Sinti 

should benefit from some kind of protection — under this definition of race — if 

they are disadvantaged or excluded due to their ethnicity. However, the juris-

prudence in the Netherlands related to this is almost non-existent. One of the 

few exceptions is a ruling from the Commissie Gelijke Behandeling (cgb or Equal 

Treatment Commission)  in the Netherlands — about alleged discrimination re-

lated to purchasing auto insurance.
3

To have a good grasp of the subject at hand, a distinction needs to be made be- 

tween (discrimination of) Travellers and caravan dwellers and (discrimination 

of) Roma and Sinti. As mentioned earlier, caravan dwellers (Travellers) distin-

guish themselves particularly by their type of housing. Even though one can 

speak of a distinct culture among caravan dwellers, it is primarily a social con-

struction. The Roma and Sinti, on the other hand, are ethnic groups that origi-

nated from outside the Netherlands. Some Roma and Sinti live in caravans and 

others live in houses. If they do live in caravans their situation will reflect that 

of other caravan dwellers and Travellers. This applies for instance in policyma-

king regarding caravan sites. Though both groups are affected in this case by 

such measures, caravan dwellers fall outside the scope of our study. 

In terms of the numbers, there are also huge differences. Approximately 30,000 

caravan dwellers live in the Netherlands   4 while, according to our estimates, the 

Roma and Sinti community is comprised of about 6,000 people. 5  The govern- 
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ment and society have progressively grown more critical in their attitudes to-

wards caravan dwellers. Where this relates to the position of Roma and Sinti, it 

is addressed in this report. From the standpoint of being protected under the 

law, differences exist as well. Discrimination against Roma and Sinti falls under 

Dutch Criminal Law as well as under the (Civil) Algemene Wet Gelijke Behande-

ling (awgb or Equal Treatment Act) that prohibits discrimination by race. In con-

trast, the anti-discrimination legislation in the Netherlands does not designate 

caravan dwellers as a group that needs to be protected. However, it is possible 

for them to receive protection under the general ruling ‘whatever other rea-

sons’ in the ban against discrimination in Article 1 of the Dutch Constitution. 

The cgb (Equal Treatment Commission) has also provided protection to mem-

bers of this group under the term race when there is a caravan dwellers tradi-

tion manifested in succeeding generations, and when a group considers itself 

a community of people with a cultural tradition different than that of other 

population groups.   
6 

As previously stated, due to a lack of statistics about (social) disadvantage and 

exclusion, we chose to speak to people who have a specific expertise about the 

Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands. In the selection of these key informants, the 

decision was made to give these experts from the Roma and Sinti community 

an opportunity to express their own insights as well. At the same time, an effort 

was made to avoid a repetition of the information we received. Of the many lo-

cal experts available to us — due to limitations of time and manpower — only a 

small group of people were approached. A list of the key informants we inter-

viewed appears as Appendix I in this report.

The interviews we conducted were based on a prepared list of questions includ- 

ed in this report as Appendix II. The primary objective of the interviews was 

to determine if  perceptible discrimination or unequal treatment occurs. By 

perceptible discrimination or unequal treatment we mean disadvantage and 

exclusion experienced as such by Roma and Sinti themselves. This does not 

mean that the criminal ban on discrimination has actually been violated or that  

there has been a violation of the Equal Treatment Act. If we did look at complaints 

filed with the Anti-Discrimination Bureaus, or the requests for a ruling from the 

Equal Treatment Commission, it likewise concerned disadvantage or exclusion 

experienced by those directly involved. The principle aim of our research is not 

to investigate if a specific complaint about discrimination is indeed legitimate.  
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However, in cases where such a conclusion could be drawn without a lengthy 

investigation, this has been mentioned. 

In an international context, discussion usually focuses around the Roma. In this 

study, we chose the designation Roma and Sinti because we wish to represent 

the situation characteristic to the Netherlands. However, this means that poten-

tial differences that might exist between Roma and Sinti — in their backgrounds 

and position —  need to be taken into account. After all, these (potential) differ- 

ences can also be relevant in answering the question of whether discrimination 

occurs, and if it does, in what form it manifests itself. In order to draw accurate 

conclusions from the results of the interviews and the analysis of problematic 

issues, it is essential that the migration of Roma and Sinti to the Netherlands 

and their position in society be described in brief. The next two chapters, which 

are devoted to just such a description, are based on an examination of literary 

sources, the interviews we conducted, and our own observations.
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Migration 

3.1  — 
 Origins and persecution 

A lot of ambiguity exists about the origins of Roma and Sinti as a group. There is 

little, if any, written documentation and much information comes from myths 

and legends with sources that are difficult to verify. The theory heard most of-

ten, and also the one most popular amongst the Roma and Sinti themselves, 

is that they originated from India. Researchers basically arrived at this conclu-

sion because of similarities between their Romani language and Sanskrit. The 

resemblance of the Roma and Sinti in terms of appearance and culture to the 

people of India is also often pointed out. The name Sinti, for instance, could 

have been derived from the Indian River Sindh and the name Roma from the 

Indian (Hindu) god Ram.  7 Some time in the early Middle Ages, the Roma and 

Sinti allegedly left  8 or were driven out of India.  9 They headed for Europe via 

the Middle East and then they, themselves, scattered in different directions as 

separate groups. There are many distinct groups by now, but for the situation 

in the Netherlands we can limit ourselves to Roma and Sinti. The Sinti headed 

toward Western Europe relatively early on. The Roma initially settled in East- 

ern Europe and then made their way to Western Europe, particularly during 

the past one hundred years.   10 

The history of this group is remarkable because the Roma and Sinti have been 

persecuted for centuries in many different places in the world. Probably the most 

significant reason for this is their nomadic existence, which they have already 

practiced for ages and which usually led them to being perceived as outsiders. 

Though they occasionally received a warm welcome when they first arrived 

somewhere, later they were driven away. In other places, they were never wel-

come at all. Apart from religious motives and latent xenophobia, their recep-

tion over the centuries has been determined for the most part by the economic 

situation in a given area of a country. They lived in the past and also live nowa- 
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days primarily from ambulant professions related to trade, handicrafts, or art 

and of course the need for these skills can vary extensively. The Roma and Sinti 

have remained recognisable as a separate group due to their lifestyle. If there 

were problems, their nomadic existence made it relatively easy to blame them 

and drive them away. This recurrent and difficult interaction has contributed 

to a continual decrease in their trust of the outside world — also referred to by 

Roma and Sinti as ‘civilian society’ — and this in turn has led them to withdraw 

further into their own communities. 

The Second World War was a one of the most awful periods of persecution for 

the Roma and Sinti. The immigration of groups of Roma and Sinti that began 

in the nineteenth century in Germany led to xenophobia and discrimination. 

Besides the Jews, the Nazi regime also labelled ‘Gypsies’ as one of their scape-

goats, and they too were deported to concentration camps and also subjected to 

racial (medical) experiments and sterilisation. Estimates suggest that five hun- 

dred thousand to one million Roma and Sinti were murdered during the Second 

World War.
11 

Due to their atypical and nomadic lifestyle, the Roma and Sinti 

who survived the war were not acceptable to Communist (Stalinist) governments 

controlling the countries of Eastern Europe and their social position was poor. 

Despite discrimination, disadvantage and exclusion, some did manage to gain 

access to education and the labour market. However, after the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, unemployment in Eastern Europe increased and the Roma were hit extra 

hard due to their lack of schooling. In addition, they did not fit into the chang- 

ing identity of many Eastern European countries, and the racism and discrimi-

nation against them continued to increase. According to estimates, anywhere 

from eight to twelve million Roma presently live dispersed across Europe.12

3.2  — 
 Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands

The first Roma and Sinti to arrive in the area now called the Netherlands were ob-

served in the town of Deventer in 1420.  13 Over the course of the fifteenth century 

more and more Roma and Sinti entered the country. In the beginning mostly 

Eastern European Roma came driven by economic motives and stayed only for 

a short while. The Sinti arrived somewhat later — after travelling a roundabout 

route that brought them from areas where German was spoken — and settled  
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in Northern Brabant and Limburg in the south. The stays of Roma and Sinti in 

the Netherlands up until the Second World War can be divided into two periods 

(1420-1750 and 1868-1944) with a ‘Gypsy-free intermezzo’ in-between. Roma 

and Sinti in the Netherlands were originally called ‘Heathens’ or ‘Egyptians’  14 

and it was only later that the term ‘Gypsy’ became popular. Though the exact 

origin of this word cannot be determined, it is generally considered very dero-

gatory by the Roma and Sinti themselves.15

The government of the Netherlands has never been particularly pleased about 

the arrival of these nomadic groups and has imposed a variety of restrictive 

measures on them. Down through the ages, prejudices against ‘Gypsies’ have 

usually been numerous and widespread. These groups have been depicted in 

official government documents as ‘riffraff’ best to be avoided. They were even 

outlawed in a document issued in 1726 by the ruling body of the Dutch province 

of Overijssel. The decree encouraged: ‘that all so-called Heathens be robbed of 

their lives, in whatever manner best suitable, without any person incurring the 

slightest punishment whatsoever.’   16 Also an authoritative contribution written 

centuries later, in 1907, by the Dutch Reformed theologian and Prime Minis-

ter Abraham Kuyper summarised many of the prejudices toward ‘the Gypsies’. 

He concluded his work with the following statement: ‘Their decision in 1417 to 

pour into Europe has caused Europe nothing more than harm and as for them, 

it has become a disaster from which there is no return.’  17

Beginning in the nineteenth century, many European countries actively imple-

mented policies against the settlement of the Roma and Sinti.  18 The enactment 

of such policies in the Netherlands began in 1928. Groups of Roma and Sinti 

were often shoved back and forth across the different borders. This situation was 

very damaging to their economic as well as their social position. Nevertheless, 

there has been a group of ‘assimilated’ Sinti in the Netherlands since the begin-

ning of the twentieth century. A small group of Roma arrived in the Netherlands 

between the First and Second World War; this group will later be referred to as 

the ‘old’ Roma. In 1943, during the Nazi Occupation of the Netherlands, car- 

avan dwellers were prohibited from travelling. The group was also registered 

with the Recherchecentrale (Special Investigations Office), which normally only 

occurred in the case of criminals.19 Many Roma and Sinti subsequently chose 

to abandon their caravans and went into hiding. Nonetheless, in May of 1944, 

245 Dutch Roma and Sinti were rounded up during a razzia and deported to  
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Nazi concentration camps. Of this group, only 30 Roma and Sinti returned.   20 

However, recognition of the suffering they had experienced during war was 

long in coming. This small group of survivors retreated to isolated areas of the 

country. They felt as if their very existence and the story of their persecution in 

the Netherlands had not been properly acknowledged. This is addressed in a 

later chapter of this report.  21 

3.3  — 
 Post-war migration 

After the Second World War, new groups of Roma arrived in the Netherlands. 

This migration can be divided into a few distinct periods.

The 1960s 

There were Roma among the so-called migrant labourers who came to the 

Netherlands in the 1960s as foreign workers from Italy, (former) Yugoslavia, 

Greece, and Turkey.  22 In contrast to the ‘old’ Roma, they still had strong ties to 

their mother countries. The prejudices that already existed against the Roma 

usually led these new arrivals to conceal their ethnic identity. Consequently, al-

most nothing is known about this group. Some estimate their numbers in the 

Netherlands — including descendants — to be in the neighbourhood of a few 

thousand people.   23

The 1970s 

Beginning in the middle of the 1960s, groups of Eastern European Roma — of-

ten stateless — travelled to Western Europe. West European governments tried, 

as best as they could, to discourage this migration. By the mid-70s, a group of 

approximately five hundred Roma were living in the Netherlands. Given the 

fact that this group could not be expelled because no other country was will-

ing to take them, the Dutch government was forced to come up with a solution. 

The first decision was to let them register. They could then receive residence 

permits, under the condition that there were local municipalities prepared to 

house them. Not a single municipality was enthusiastic about this idea, also in 

part because there was already a large shortage of caravan sites in the Neth-

erlands. It took a year before eleven municipalities were found that were pre-

pared to provide quarters for these Roma, yet in houses, not in caravans. With  
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the stipulation that they would choose for a sedentary lifestyle, 450 Roma were 

issued residence permits in one of these so-called opvanggemeenten  (relief mu-

nicipalities). The following towns and cities took part:  Berkel-Enschot, Capelle  

aan den IJssel, Ede, Epe, Gilze-Rijen, Lelystad, Nieuwegein, Oldenzaal, Spijke-

nisse, Utrecht and Veendam. Several municipalities only cooperated because 

of the special privileges they would be granted ‘in return’.  24

It was evident that the Dutch authorities were very distressed by the situation 

at hand. The government and the parliament disagreed regularly and there 

were problems related to the registration. Once the actual decision was made 

to let Roma who were already in the Netherlands register, they were only giv-

en three days time to do so. This was to ensure that Roma in other countries 

would not seize the opportunity to also apply for residence permits. However, 

a number of Roma who had the right to register were not able to do so within 

three days. Some were abroad at that moment and others received the news 

much too late. This could also be attributed to the high percentage of illiteracy 

among this group. What also occurred is that one part of a family succeeded 

in registering while another part did not. Due to all of this, the procedure was 

disappointing for all the parties involved. A decision was finally taken to hold a 

‘post-registration’, so some of those who had missed the first opportunity could 

still manage to acquire residence permits. Yet, others are still not in possession 

of valid documents.  25

The intention — following this one time measure — was to secure the country’s 

borders so that no other Roma would enter the Netherlands. However, in 1979, 

a new group of a few hundred illegal Roma appeared in Amsterdam, Utrecht, 

and Lelystad. For this group, there were essentially no solutions. After much 

discussion, a decision was made to issue a handful of them (temporary) resi-

dence permits that would be valid for one year at a time - until their country of 

origin could be determined. This provision was not tenable and was eventually 

abandoned, which also made it possible for these Roma to stay in the Nether-

lands permanently. Especially the Dutch Labour Party politician and Landdrost 

(magistrate) Han Lammers came to the aid of this group. Little is known about 

those who were not eligible for this measure. It is presumed that the majority 

of them simply made their way to other countries.
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Specifically the 1979 group led by Koka Petalo was often very vocal in the me-

dia. This mainly revolved around the protests of those who could not obtain resi-

dence permits. The effect of all this media attention was that the Roma acquired 

even more of a reputation of being a problematic group. This stigma also af-

fected the ‘old’ Roma and (especially) the Sinti who had been in the Netherlands 

for centuries. The relationship between these earlier groups — also sometimes 

called ‘Dutch Gypsies’ — and the new group of ‘foreign Gypsies’ deteriorated 

further because of this. The Sinti were particularly annoyed with Koka Petalo, 

who had proclaimed himself  ‘King of the Gypsies’, while they felt he did not 

represent them in any way. However, the government of the Netherlands and 

also the media were insensitive to this issue. This period still exerts an influence 

on the relationship between different groups of Roma and Sinti in the Nether-

lands and the attitude of ‘civilians’   26  
 
related to the Roma en Sinti. 

The 1990s

The newest group of Roma in the Netherlands is found among refugees and asy-

lum seekers who fled — especially Eastern Europe — for political and economic 

reasons. Their numbers are not known because they usually do not reveal their 

Roma background. Their position differs from earlier groups of Roma and Sinti. 

They hardly travel and they live in permanent housing, so they are less recog-

nisable as a separate group. In addition, they have frequently been educated or 

have worked in the countries they originate from and are therefore better able 

to adjust in Dutch society.  27

3.4  — 
 Migration and integration 

From the moment that the Roma and Sinti arrived in the Netherlands, the  

Dutch government has been developing policies for them. Sometimes the policy- 

making was specifically geared to this group; sometimes it involved measures 

for caravan dwellers and Travellers in general. What follows are two striking 

developments that were extremely significant for the integration of Roma and 

Sinti into Dutch society. 

Wartime victims 

The treatment of the Roma and Sinti who survived the Second World War is  
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perceived by them and their descendants as degrading. In the post-war Nether-

lands, nobody was interested in the relatively small number of Roma and Sinti 

who had been murdered or those who were traumatised by the war. The govern-

ment assumed that there were hardly any Roma and Sinti left among caravan  

dwellers.  28 The Roma and Sinti themselves chose to retreat into their own circles. 

A razzia carried out in 1944 by the Dutch Police (working under Nazi Occupati-

on) had destroyed the community’s last bit of trust in the government. By being 

as inconspicuous as possible, they hoped to ensure their own safety.

Many Roma and Sinti view the post-war compensation paid to victims of the Sec- 

ond World War by the Dutch government as ‘blood money’. They are not in-

terested in being ‘bought off’ for the death of their loved ones and because of 

this are generally not very pro-active in applying for benefits entitled to them 

under the Wet Uitkering Vervolgingsslachtoffers. (wuv or Victims of Persecution 

1940 -1945 Benefits Act). In addition, the Roma and Sinti have not always been 

well informed about this opportunity to receive compensation. Due to the high 

level of illiteracy in their community, they are difficult to reach via the custom- 

ary channels. It took until the 1990s before requests for these benefits were filed 

with more regularity, thanks in part to the efforts of the Landelijke Sinti Organi-

satie  (lso or Dutch National Sinti Organisation). Though particularly for many 

first generation victims of the war, this measure came too late.29

Even once the level of interest about the circumstances and persecution of the 

Roma and Sinti during the Second World War had increased, their awful fate 

was still barely acknowledged. It took a relatively long time before the group 

received their first war monument (1978)   30  and any sort of financial compensa-

tion (2000). The Dutch government finally allocated an amount of 30 million 

guilders (+/-14 million euros) as compensation on 21 March 2000. This sum is 

earmarked to be distributed as individual war pensions and as subsidies for pro-

jects that benefit the Roma and Sinti community.31 

In the past few years, the government of the Netherlands has paid more atten-

tion to what happened to the Dutch Roma and Sinti during the Second World 

War. Their war victims are officially remembered at the national Dodenherden-

king (Remembrance Day) held annually on Dam Square in Amsterdam. During 

the ceremony, representatives of the Roma and Sinti community lay wreaths at 

the foot of the Netherland’s War Memorial.  32
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Residence permits

We have already mentioned some aspects related to the legalisation of the 

group of Roma and Sinti in the 1970s. However, a few other aspects of this gov- 

ernmental decision are also noteworthy. These specifically relate to certain 

restrictions that were attached to obtaining these residence permits. These re- 

strictions were implemented so the legalisation could be explained as an emer-

gency measure by the government. The intent of the registration was to restrict 

‘the damage’ to this specific group and to make it impossible for other Roma 

and Sinti to enter the country. These measures, in turn, created the impression 

that the registration was rather arbitrary. Those who managed to register with- 

in the timeframe allotted could stay and the rest could not, no matter their 

personal circumstances. The refusal of the government to issue residence per-

mits to the Roma that travelled to the Netherlands in the years that followed 

was simply justified with the argument that it had all been agreed upon in the 

past. Also any further reuniting of extended families was basically made impos-

sible, given that the Roma were saddled with an income requirement that was 

seldom within reach. Other (im)migrants in the same position did not have to 

meet this requirement.33  Here one can clearly speak of unequal treatment. This 

resulted in households where a few members were in the Netherlands legally 

and the rest were not.34

The Roma who were allowed to stay were granted temporary residence permits 

for the first year, which resulted for instance in them not being able to receive 

work permits and in severe delays in the conversion of their foreign driving li-

cences to Dutch permits. Due to this, many were not allowed to drive in that 

period. The Dutch government was afraid that the Roma in possession of a resi-

dence permit would start ‘wandering’ around while the arrangements with the 

so-called opvanggemeenten (relief municipalities) had not yet been finalised.35 

Besides the fact that they were hardly able to build a life during this period, a 

completely different lifestyle than the one they were accustomed to was forced 

upon them. Particularly the condition that the Roma had to live in houses was 

for many a complete culture clash. The expectation was that they would be ‘as-

similated’ within five years. In terms of them finding work, expectations were 

also too high. Certainly given the fact that it was common knowledge before-

hand that a majority of the Roma were illiterate. The literacy programmes in-

stituted were made mandatory under penalty of a reduction in income bene-

fits (welfare). Given that this requirement did not apply to people from other 
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minority groups who were illiterate, the principle of equal treatment was vi-

olated.   36 In implementing its policies, the government repeatedly pushed the 

boundaries of the law. For example, in 1979, an attempt was made to expel a 

number of Roma to (former) Yugoslavia because they refused to settle in the 

opvanggemeenten (relief municipalities). However, this concerned people who 

had already been legalised in the Netherlands so deporting them was no long- 

er a viable option.37 

Because the expectations surrounding the assimilation of the Roma were in- 

itially too high, the reality could only be disappointing. This feeling has overshad- 

owed any modest steps forward that have actually been made over the course 

of time. The settlement of the Roma in the municipalities that agreed to take 

them in was quickly followed by a great deal of frustration from all the parties 

involved. The communities complained that the Roma were not adjusting and 

that the government had painted a much too optimistic picture. The Roma com-

plained about the maze of regulations and the uncertainty about their status. 

Because of their significant disadvantages in society, the Roma were barely able 

to find employment. Communities complained about the increased criminal 

behaviour that would result from this. Within no time, insufficient assimilation 

and criminal behaviour were used pre-emptively to reject requests for natural- 

isation, which made integrating even more difficult.



4  — 

Social position 

4.1  — 
 Numbers and geographic distribution 

The amount of Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands is difficult to determine. In 

the past years, this group has not appeared in the report Allochtonen in Neder-

land  (Ethnic Minorities in the Netherlands) issued annually by the Centraal Bu-

reau voor de Statistiek (Dutch Central Statistical Office).  38 The yearly Rapportage 

Integratiebeleid Etnische Minderheden (riem or Report Integration Policy Ethnic 

Minorities) last indicated in the year 2002 an estimate of 2,000 persons.  39 How- 

ever, this figure actually dates from the year 2000 and is in sharp contrast to 

the estimate that was then made by the Landelijke Sinti Organisatie (lso or Dutch 

National Sinti Organisation)   40 namely 5,000. In that same period, we reported 

in a publication for the European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenopho-

bia (eumc) that the number was probably closer to 3,500.41 Partially based on 

a publication from forum, an institute for multicultural development in the 

Netherlands,42 we stated in the Monitor Racism and the Extreme Right: fourth 

report that 6,000 people   43 were involved. A lower number was indicated in the 

Jaarboek Minderheden 2003 (Minorities Yearbook 2003). The authors of this year-

book estimated the Roma and Sinti community to be around 4,000 persons.44
 

Others come up with totals ranging from 6,000 to 10,000.  45   This all clearly in-

dicates that exact numbers are lacking.

Any approximation is partly dependent on what kind of a definition is applied. 

If the criteria demand that people feel like and call themselves Roma and Sinti, 

then perhaps those ‘civilians’ who have married into the community should also 

be included. However, in that case, people with Roma and Sinti backgrounds 

who no longer identify with the community should not be taken into account 

either. There is also much to be said for the standard of having at least one Roma 

or Sinti parent, because this resembles the definition of ethnic minority as ap- 
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plied by the cbs (Dutch Central Statistical Office).46  The difficulty that arises here 

is that the Roma and Sinti often choose to conceal their ethnic identity from the 

public, even if they personally acknowledge it themselves. This is related, on 

the one hand, to the poor reputation of Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands. On 

the other hand, part of the community still clearly remembers what registra-

tion led to during the Second World War. In this respect, fear of revealing their 

background to the outside world has been passed down from generation to gen- 

eration. Also, the fact that particularly many of the Roma now live in houses 

makes their numbers even more difficult to estimate. 

In order to get a better idea of the size of the Roma and Sinti community, we 

have come up with a reasonable approximation that also relies on the estimates 

provided by our key informants. However, none of our experts could name an 

exact figure with any certainty. The original size of some Roma and Sinti groups 

is known from historical sources.47 What needs to be considered, subsequent 

to this, is the population growth that occurred in these groups over the course 

of time. Taking everything into account, we arrive at a figure of around 6,000 

Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands. The Sinti in this population, who were the 

largest group shortly after the war, are now somewhat in the minority (2,500). 

The number of Roma as a result of the influx of the 1970s is now estimated at 

1,500. The Roma living in the Netherlands who go way back (500) and the so-

called new Roma community (500) equal each other in size. The new Roma 

fled to the Netherlands primarily as refugees. In addition there were also Roma 

among the migrant labourers recruited to work in the Netherlands from coun-

tries abroad (1,000).48 Most of the Roma now living in the Netherlands have re-

ceived the Dutch nationality.49

Not only is the amount of Roma and Sinti difficult to estimate, it is even more dif-

ficult to determine where they can be found in the Netherlands, though certain 

concentrations are apparent. The majority of the Sinti live in Southeast Brabant 

and Middle and South Limburg. They themselves provided a number of reasons 

for this particular  location: a desire to be close to the border, the southern and 

‘Burgundian’ lifestyle in the traditionally Catholic part of the Netherlands that 

tends to go well with their own culture, and the fact that there is comparatively 

a lot of space for caravan sites. The Roma who arrived at the end of the 1970s 

were originally required to live in the eleven municipalities designated at that 

time.    50 Even though Roma families are still found in those places, by now many  
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have left for larger cities such as Den Bosch, Tilburg, and Amsterdam (the Bijlmer 

neighbourhood on the outskirts of Amsterdam where many different minority 

groups live). The newest group of Roma (refugees) are mostly found in larger 

cities, but also appear in smaller communities such as Oss, where the Landelijke 

Stichting ‘Roma Emancipatie’ (National Foundation ‘Roma Emancipation’) is also 

located.  51 Apart from the southern provinces of the Netherlands, concentra- 

tions of Roma, and to a lesser degree also of Sinti, can be found in the provinces 

Utrecht as well as the provinces of North and South Holland. There are actually 

Roma and Sinti living in every province, especially in the larger cities. The ma-

jority of these city dwellers do not live in caravans but in houses. 

4.2  — 
 Culture

Part of this report must also be devoted to the ‘culture’ of the Roma and Sinti. 

A comprehensive and detailed dissertation on this topic is however not neces-

sary for our research, and this would also be difficult given there are very few 

organised records or statistical data available. So, we have confined ourselves 

to a brief sketch based on an array of sources we consulted and the discussions 

we had with our key informants. 

The first thing that needs to be pointed out is that one cannot speak of ‘the 

culture’ of the Roma and Sinti. Actually, it is a blend of their ‘own’ culture, of 

(im)migrant culture, and of elements of the culture of the communities where 

the Roma and Sinti dwell. An important difference with western cultures, includ- 

ing that of the Netherlands, is that the Roma and Sinti do not have a written trad- 

ition. As a result, much information is communicated via oral tradition; in fact, 

this is particularly the case with many older members of the community. Young 

people in the community are educated via the stories, firsthand experiences, 

and attitudes about values and customs conveyed to them by older members of 

their family. The language(s) used for this verbal communication do not have 

one written form. According to a few of our key informants, many in the com-

munity prefer that this tradition continue. One could even say that this lack of 

a written tradition is seen as a regular part of the lifestyle. The notion that the 

language is something that belongs exclusively to the Roma and Sinti and that 

it is better not to share it with the outside world plays a role here. We were told  
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that this attitude not only stems from a long tradition but also has to do with 

their experiences during the Second World War. If a language is kept secret, as 

an old saying goes, ‘words cannot be used as weapons’ against you.  

In present-day practice, the lack of a written tradition and the illiteracy that re-

sults from this is an obstacle to integration and emancipation. Furthermore, it 

is not surprising that these factors contribute to the existence of prejudice and 

discrimination. People can easily be labelled as ignorant and backwards.

Another cultural characteristic in Roma and Sinti tradition is their determina-

tion to preserve their own culture. A number of elements of the culture are ex-

tremely old — for example the language — and its preservation is partially facil- 

itated by isolation. Due to their history of travelling and persecution, they have 

frequently shut themselves off from the outside world and external influences. 

Conversely, the surrounding society has more often discouraged than encour- 

aged interaction with the Roma and Sinti. This situation has contributed to the 

preservation of the uniqueness of this group on the one hand. However, on the 

other hand, this focus on identity has certainly not advanced the participation 

of the Roma and Sinti in Dutch society and this is apparent even today. 

The Roma and Sinti community is reportedly organised very hierarchically. Ac-

cording to custom, the elders must be shown a great deal of respect and consult- 

ed regarding important events or decisions. If the elderly need to be cared for, 

this is arranged within their own circles and families. The position of men and 

women in their society is generally not considered equal. Men usually occupy 

a higher position in the hierarchy than women. This especially applies to com-

munication with the outside world, where the men traditionally speak for the 

community. The women are basically expected to carry out household tasks and 

to assume the major responsibility for raising the children. However, these tra-

ditional role patterns are now being challenged. Particularly many of the Sinti 

women are apparently no longer willing to accept their inferior status and are 

pushing for change. It is remarkable that in the stride for emancipation for Sinti 

in the Netherlands and in terms of communication with the ‘civilian society’ that 

it is primarily Sinti women who are at the forefront.  52 We were told they some- 

times experience resistance from the older generation regarding their ac- 

tions. Therefore, these women spoke about their twofold struggle for emanci-

pation: that of the Sinti within Dutch society as well as the younger generation  
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of women in relationship to the older generation of Sinti men. 

Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands do not practice one common religion. Dur- 

ing their travels they often adopted the religion of their surroundings. There 

are momentarily many followers of Roman Catholicism and the Pentecostal 

Church, especially among the Sinti. Most Roma and Sinti practice their religion 

in their own circles and are not regular churchgoers. Though they do organ- 

ise large religious gatherings such as the yearly Sinti pilgrimage to Roermond 

where most of the children are baptised. Not only are there Christians among 

the new Roma refugees from Eastern Europe, but also Muslims.

4.3  —
 Roma and Sinti: one group?

To answer the questions in this study related to the likelihood of discrimination 

occurring against Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands, it is crucial for the clas-

sifications that are made to be correct. The question then arises whether it is 

judicious to regard the Roma and Sinti as one population group, or is it essen-

tial to our analysis to divide them into diverse groups with their different back-

grounds and circumstances? It is difficult to provide an answer to this question, 

because it is dependent as well on the approach selected.

What all Roma and Sinti have in common is their history of travelling and being 

persecuted. Furthermore, it would seem they share a common origin and their 

languages and customs exhibit huge similarities. Additionally, they are almost 

always stigmatised by the outside world as one group: with terms such as ‘Hea-

thens’, ‘Gypsies’, or simply ‘caravan dwellers’. Some of our informants admit-

ted that even they, at times, have presented themselves as one group in order 

to improve their position. Certainly a large group has more influence than all 

sorts of smaller groups with competing interests. It is indeed striking to see that 

when they have a mutual interest at stake, such as their rehabilitation after 

the Second World War, that different groups of ‘old’ Roma and Sinti can work 

together relatively well. Aside from the similarities mentioned here, there is 

also a huge amount of diversity within and between these groups, something 

they themselves generally like to emphasise. Therefore, whenever possible, it 

is important to keep these differences in mind. Ilustrative of this diversity in  
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the community is the fact that not even our key informants could agree about 

the breakdown of and eventual differences between the groups. However, it 

is clear that except for a few Roma families, the Sinti have lived in the coun-

try the longest. Their situation in Dutch society is therefore not an issue. They 

know how to arrange the essentials required to survive in Dutch society. For a 

(limited) number of the Roma — some who arrived in the 1970s as well as some 

new refugees — problems still exist related to the status of their residency. Na-

turally, this uncertainty about their situation and future does not contribute to 

their integration into Dutch society. At this moment, the Dutch Roma tend to 

travel more than the Dutch Sinti. By all accounts the Roma feel more European 

— more like world citizens — than they do Dutch and are therefore less inclined 

to invest in their position in the Netherlands. In contrast to this, the majority of 

Roma live in more urban areas and mingle faster with the rest of society, while 

the Sinti primarily live in the countryside and often withdraw into their own 

communities. This can be attributed in part to the Sinti being more attached 

to traditional customs. 

The question remains if the differences between the diverse groups of Roma are 

not just as great as between the Roma and the Sinti. The older group of Roma 

(from before the Second World War) resembles the Sinti the most. Besides their 

long history in the Netherlands, among other things, they have the experience 

of the war years in common. The Sinti and ‘old’ Roma regularly have contact 

with each other, including via the marriages that occur between their families. 

In many ways, the 1970s Roma are removed from these other groups. Both the 

Sinti and the ‘old’ Roma were unhappy with the stigmatisation created by the 

problems that existed at that time, and the media attention that this group at-

tracted. Despite the steps that were finally taken toward legalisation, the prob- 

lems with this group were not resolved. This can, in part, be attributed to the 

uncertain position they found themselves in for quite a long time. In addition, 

the arrival of (new) illegal Roma and their unwillingness to adhere to certain 

rules and procedures increased the difficulty of their situation. Today, a rela-

tively large amount of problems still plague this group. In the meantime, not 

only does this affect the public image of the ‘old’ Roma and Sinti, but that of 

new Roma refugees as well. 
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4.4  — 
 Housing 

Right after the war ended, the Dutch government was not interested in the 

Roma and Sinti, but they were concerned with the larger population of caravan 

dwellers. At the end of the 1950s, a study was conducted of the caravan-dwel-

ling population in the Netherlands. This inquiry led to the enactment of a bill 

that finally resulted in the Dutch Woonwagenwet (Caravan Sites Act) of 1968. 

The objective of this law was ‘for the caravan-dwelling population to adapt to 

the established society.’  53 Although the aim of the law was also to improve the 

social position of caravan dwellers, it was apparent that caravans were consid- 

ered an undesirable form of housing. Fifty regional encampments were planned, 

where all caravan dwellers were obliged to locate. If somebody wanted to move 

to a different encampment, they would first have to know with certainty that 

another site was available for their caravan. This was hardly ever possible due 

to a general shortage of encampments, as well as a shortage of sites. New licens- 

es that permitted living in caravans were only issued when this was necessary 

for practicing one’s (ambulant) profession. However, a new licence could only 

be acquired if one had parents who had also lived in a caravan. This so-called 

afstammingsbeginsel (birthright proviso) would have eventually resulted in the 

disappearance of caravans as a form of housing and was therefore considered 

by many to be discriminatory. 

There were many negative consequences for caravan dwellers and also for Roma 

and Sinti living on caravan encampments as a result of the Dutch Woonwagen-

wet. Due to the shortage of sites, beginning a family in a caravan became almost 

impossible. In addition, the new locations that were chosen for encampments 

were usually in isolated or neglected areas of the country where services were 

poor. So living in these isolated locations also created distance with the ‘civilian 

society’. The economic consequences of the law were also negative. Travellers 

and caravan dwellers, who practiced ambulant professions for the most part, 

could no longer work due to this masked ban that prohibited them from travel-

ling. Moreover, due to the resulting concentration of caravans there was a lot 

of competition in a given area. Many lost their means of earning a living and 

became dependent on government income benefits. 
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When the goals of the Woonwagenwet were not achieved in the Netherlands,  

the first modifications were quickly implemented. In the mid-70s, the govern-

ment decided to change over to a deconcentration of caravans.54  Indeed, now 

the goal was contact and integration with the ‘civilian society’. However, the 

largest problem was not resolved. Decisions continued to be made about cara-

van dwellers without asking them what they wanted. The coercion that accom-

panied each measure did not go down well with caravan dwellers and finally 

some of them simply decided to take matters into their own hands. All of this 

contributed to increasing the mutual distrust between the government and car- 

avan dwellers. Naturally, the aforementioned also applied to Roma and Sinti 

living in caravans. After a variety of modifications, the decision was made in 

1999 to abolish the Woonwagenwet. The government has not dealt with caravan 

dwellers as a specific target group since that time, and local municipalities have 

become largely responsible for providing caravan sites. Although the reaction 

to the abolishment of this law was initially positive, the resulting situation in 

many communities has not improved the position of caravan dwellers in gen- 

eral or the Roma and Sinti in particular.  55

4.5  — 
 Education

Though more and more progress continues to be made in the area of educa- 

tion, the situation is still troubling. The Roma and Sinti remain seriously behind 

in terms of their schooling. This frequently occurs because of their negligible 

participation in the educational system. However, many Roma and Sinti chil- 

dren do attend primary school by now. Sometimes they even go on to secondary 

school, but their school careers are broken off early more often than not. An im-

portant reason for this is the lack of an educational tradition —  or even a written 

tradition — in the community. Many Roma and Sinti parents are illiterate, which 

consequently means they cannot help their children with their schoolwork. It 

also seems at times that self-interest plays a role: to keep children at home, for 

example, to help with the household chores. In addition, there is enormous mis-

trust of schools. According to some of the key informants, people are afraid that 

their children will be robbed of their cultural identity. Another possible expla-

nation is that many parents are still saddled with their own traumatic experien-

ces, caused by the Second World War; moreover they themselves were bullied as  
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children and there was discrimination at school. Because of this, parents tend 

to be overprotective and find it difficult to let go of their children. This is reflect- 

ed in the school attendance of Roma and Sinti children and especially during 

extra-curricular activities such as school trips. Roma and Sinti children often 

do not participate in these outings because of their cultural background, cus-

toms, and taboos.

 

What hampers the situation even further is that up until now, many Roma and 

Sinti have chosen to withdraw from ‘civilian society’. Quite early in their lives, 

the children take on the day-to-day rhythm of their parents, which is often diffi-

cult to combine with attending school on a regular basis. Most importantly, the 

Roma in particular still travel a lot and this results in their children not going to 

school for long periods. In the past, the government allocated funding to provi-

de special assistance to the children of caravan dwellers, but this no longer oc-

curs. In addition, policymaking related to education has recently shifted from 

the regional to the local level and it is no longer mandatory to make policies for 

specific target groups.  56 Because of these changes, Roma and Sinti children (and 

the children of caravan dwellers) are less recognisable as a separate group in the 

educational system. The registration figures from diverse schools are unreliable 

because not every school adequately keeps track of the attendance of its regis- 

tered pupils. What can be said is that Roma and Sinti children who complete 

their secondary school educations are still more the exception than the rule. 

Nonetheless, a growing number of Roma and Sinti understand that getting an 

education is the key to improving their position in Dutch society. Furthermore, 

according to a few of our key informants, the situation of the older group of 

Roma and Sinti differs from that of the more recent Roma refugees from East- 

ern Europe. The latter have usually been educated in their country of origin, 

and some of them have even received a higher education. Given that a tradi-

tion of education is more integrated into their culture, they have no objections 

to their children attending school in the Netherlands. 

Another issue concerns the type of schools Roma and Sinti children attend. It 

is striking that a large number of these children end up at secondary schools 

for students with special needs. It is true that this sometimes results from aber-

rant behaviour often interpreted as a behavioural problem,  57 but many children 

end up being educated beneath their abilities due to this. Some even make the  
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choice themselves. Because all the other Roma and Sinti children also attend a 

particular school and they do not want to be the only one who goes to school 

somewhere else. Also, the schools sometimes have a hand in this, such as the 

case illustrated in Chapter 5.   58 Furthermore, until very recently, special classes 

were still being set-up for Roma and Sinti children. We also elaborate further 

on this in Chapter 5.

Roma and Sinti children are far behind in terms of their schooling when com- 

pared to other Dutch children and other minority groups.  59 Nonetheless, it is also 

important to keep in mind that progress has been made. Besides the slow but 

steady increase in the number of Roma and Sinti who attend secondary school, 

parents are more often inclined to bring their children to pre-school program-

mes offered by many community centres and primary schools in the Nether-

lands. In addition, those youngsters who do manage to get their diplomas serve 

as role models for other children in the Roma and Sinti community. 

4.6  — 
 Work and income

Having now assessed the situation in the area of education, it is not surprising 

that many Roma and Sinti are struggling in terms of work and income. After 

all, a good job usually begins by participating in and completing a good edu-

cation. This still occurs too little. Particularly if you are illiterate, it is extremely 

difficult to find work nowadays. Also the nomadic lifestyle, especially of some 

of the Roma, can act as an obstacle. And finally there is unwillingness from 

both sides. Many Roma and Sinti would rather not have a regular job; it makes 

them dependent and forces them into a normal lifestyle. They are accustomed 

to being self-employed. Yet, the traditional trades have vanished for the most 

part and the Roma and Sinti do not have the financial means needed to set up 

new types of businesses. Those who are interested in having regular jobs often 

experience resistance from employers and are excluded from the hiring proc- 

ess.    60 Though playing music has always provided a successful form of self-em-

ployment for the Roma and Sinti. Those practicing this as a profession unmista-

kably portray themselves as interpreters of ‘Gypsy music’ and jazz in the tradition 

of Django Reinhardt (1910-1953). Fans of this genre are not limited to Roma or 

Sinti, nor are they found solely in the Netherlands (for example: the internation- 
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al success of the Rosenberg Trio). Although a musical career is not set aside for 

everyone, music does provide a good source of income for diverse families.

It is difficult for many Roma and Sinti to earn a living. Therefore many of them 

live off welfare. Some sources estimate that ninety percent of the Roma and 

Sinti families in the Netherlands are dependent on income benefits.  61 However, 

concrete figures about this are not available and we believe that percentages 

tend to vary from group to group. Our impression from the interviews is that 

the percentage among the new Roma is relatively low, however in terms of the 

group from the 1970s, the figure is much closer to hundred than to fifty percent. 

Perhaps the government was too lenient about this in the past. Especially after 

the war, income benefits were extended to Roma and Sinti rather easily without 

other options being considered. 62  Whenever it could, the government wanted 

to keep its problems to a minimum and its needs were served if the Roma and 

Sinti were as complacent as possible. Today, many municipalities devote extra 

attention to the prospects of Roma and Sinti in the job market and income be-

nefits are only allocated with good cause. However, the older generation is gen- 

erally regarded as ‘lost’. 

The poor position of Roma and Sinti in the labour market has partially contrib- 

uted to a relatively high degree of criminality in the community. Concrete fig- 

ures are also not available here. Due to a lack of research in this area, all kinds 

of assumptions cannot be substantiated, but cannot be denied either. This has 

contributed to the stigmatisation of the entire group, even though most of the 

Roma and Sinti do not get involved in criminal activities. 

It is also important to keep in mind the progress that has been made regarding 

work and income. Here again, based on the information we received from our 

interviews, a distinction can be made between the groups. The new Roma are 

doing relatively well in terms of education and work. The Sinti occupy a posi-

tion somewhere in the middle. The group from the 1970s and some of the ‘old’ 

Roma are behind in terms of their participation in the labour force. As a point 

of fact, more and more youngsters — especially from the Sinti community — 

have been able to find jobs recently. Special employment projects have been 

set up in some municipalities to devote attention to Roma and Sinti youngsters.  

These youngsters are sometimes also successful on their own, usually as a result 

of finishing their schooling. Sinti women are also entering the job market in in- 
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creasing numbers. Many see the Roma and Sinti who hold steady jobs as a mod-

el for the younger generation. According to our informants, those Roma and 

Sinti who are successful in Dutch society very often distance themselves from 

their own culture or are afraid to reveal themselves as Rom or Sinto, for fear of 

the discrimination that might follow. Though quite understandable given their 

vulnerable position, prejudices are maintained in this manner and primarily 

those who are less successful are the ones who continue to be associated with 

the Roma and Sinti community. 

4.7  —
 Organising

As the process of emancipation progressed, as one might expect, the Roma and 

Sinti developed a need to organise and mobilise amongst themselves. Up un-

til the 1980s, only a few organisations for caravan dwellers existed. However, 

‘native Dutch’ caravan dwellers were by far in the majority and this gave the 

Roma and Sinti the feeling that they did not belong. The Vereniging Lau Mazirel 

(Lau Mazirel Society, 1981-1997) was more skilful at representing the interests of  

‘Gypsies’ but the organisation was still always made up of ‘Gorgios’, meaning 

non-Roma and Sinti. Slowly but surely, the Roma and Sinti began to form their 

own organisations, at first in their own family circles. The largest organisation 

in the Netherlands at this moment is the Landelijke Sinti Organisatie (lso or Dutch 

National Sinti Organisation), which was founded at the end of the 1980s from the 

extended Sinti family named Weiss in the Dutch town of Best. This organisation 

is still operating there today.63 The lso is managed mainly by Sinti women and 

plays an important role in the emancipation of the Sinti in the Netherlands. For 

instance, the organisation has set up literacy, education, and employment pro-

jects for youngsters. Since 1999, they have also played an important role in the 

allocation of compensation related to the rehabilitation of the Roma and Sinti 

who survived the Second World War. The lso has received a variety of awards 

for its work, including as the pinnacle the Geuzenpenning 2001 for their strug-

gle against discrimination and criminalisation. This medal of honour is given 

annually in remembrance of fifteen members of the Dutch resistance group 

‘Geuzen’ who were executed by the German occupying forces on 13 March, 

1941.  64        The continued existence of the lso has been threatened since the spring 

of 2003 because of a decision by the Dutch Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn 
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en Sport  (Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport) to terminate the subsidy the 

organisation has been receiving. This decision is in sharp contrast to the aim 

and responsibility of the government to support the advancement of emanci-

pation amongst the Roma and Sinti. The lso is sometimes accused of working 

too little with the (new) Roma. Apart from the question of whether this asser-

tion is justified, the differences between the groups — mentioned earlier in this 

report — tend to be too great and certainly play a role in this.  

Other Roma and Sinti organisations are working primarily at the local level. 

The only other national organisation, also mentioned in this report, is the Lan-

delijke Stichting ‘Roma Emancipatie’  (National Foundation ‘Roma Emancipa- 

tion’) in Oss.   65 Established in 1998 by a Roma refugee from Macedonia (former 

Yugoslavia), this organisation acts as a spokesperson for the Dutch Roma and 

regularly organises gatherings and festivals. Until now, they have not worked 

together with the lso. 
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5  — 

Social disadvantage
and exclusion 

5.1  — 
 Introduction

As already mentioned, a small number of complaints about disadvantage and 

exclusion of Roma and Sinti were received by the standard complaint agencies 

during the years 2002 and 2003. However, the figures that appeared in yearly 

overviews released by the Landelijke Vereniging van Anti-Discriminatie Bureaus 

en Meldpunten (lvadb or National Federation of Anti-Discrimination Agencies 

and Hotlines) did not reflect this. A national registration system for reporting 

discrimination cases via the police was not yet operational in 2004.66 The Public 

Prosecutor’s Office has access to this information via the Landelijk Expertise Cen-

trum Discriminatie (lecd or National Expertise Centre Discrimination), but did 

not register any criminal cases in which Roma or Sinti were victimised during 

the period 2002-2003. In its 2002 annual report, the Meldpunt Discriminatie 

Internet (mdi or Dutch Complaints Bureau for Discrimination on the Internet) 

reported three complaints of discrimination of Roma and Sinti and one com-

plaint in 2003. In 2003, the Commissie Gelijke Behandeling (cgb or Equal Treat-

ment Commission) ruled only once on a case in which the position of Roma 

and Sinti played a role.   67 

This lack of figures about discrimination of Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands 

can be explained in one of two ways: this population group does not experi- 

ence discrimination, or it does, but no complaints are submitted to the afore-

mentioned agencies. To determine which of these two explanations is accurate, 

a number of experts from amongst the Roma and Sinti, as well as other experts 

familiar with the subject    68 were interviewed based on a prepared list of ques- 

tions. 69       
 
The purpose of these questions was to determine if this population group 
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in the Netherlands has been victimised by discrimination in the past years (2002-

2003). To obtain as complete a picture as possible, we also asked the people we 

interviewed for their general impressions about disadvantage, exclusion, and 

discrimination of the Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands. The aim of the inter-

views was to make the research questions more specific and to inventory the 

views of the experts. In addition, we analysed the limited statistics available from 

the complaint agencies, accounts of discrimination cases that could be found in 

literature on the subject, and incidents that were collected by the Anne Frank 

House’s Documentation Centre. For purposes of illustration, some quotations 

from these interviews have been included in this chapter. 

This report often refers to ‘disadvantage’ and ‘exclusion’. The specific choice of 

these two words comes from the fact that the term discrimination often implies 

intent, certainly as used in the Articles of Dutch Law related to discriminatory 

crimes. However, intent is often not involved nor required as evidence of un- 

equal treatment under Dutch Civil Law: Algemene Wet Gelijke Behandeling (awgb 

or Equal Treatment Act). After all, unequal treatment can also be caused by in-

sensitivity, thoughtlessness, and negligence. Therefore, in this report preference 

is given to the words disadvantage and exclusion.

5.2  — 
 Complaint behaviour

One of the most striking outcomes of the interviews we conducted is that most 

of our informants could barely recall any concrete complaints or incidents in 

the period 2002-2003. Hypothetically, this could mean that the Roma and Sinti 

experience little disadvantage and exclusion, or discrimination. However, the 

general impressions of the key informants conveyed a different feeling. They 

stated, almost without exception, that the Roma and Sinti are in fact disadvan-

taged, excluded, and discriminated against in the Netherlands. They could re-

member few concrete examples because complaints are seldom made public 

and are often not formally reported. We also did not come across one specific 

place where Roma and Sinti go with with their complaints. The special interest 

groups that serve the Roma and Sinti community scarcely keep systematic rec- 

ords about incidents that occur throughout the country. The Landelijk Woonwa-

genpastoraat (a national association of Church communities serving the needs of  
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caravan dwellers) in Den Bosch is an exception and it contributed significantly 

to our perspective on concrete casuistry.

We enquired, in the interviews we conducted, why there seem to be so few con-

crete complaints from the Roma and Sinti. A large number of plausible reasons 

were discussed varying from practical obstacles to reasons that can be traced 

back to the culture and the social status of the Dutch Roma and Sinti.

‘It (discrimination) is of course discussed, but (Roma and Sinti) don’t take it any 

further. It is a matter of habituation and powerlessness.’

‘Discrimination and denigration occur regularly.’

The practical obstacles, which are still tied to culture and society, include that rel- 

atively large numbers of the Roma and Sinti are illiterate or do not have enough 

of a written command of the Dutch language. It is almost impossible for these 

people to officially report their complaints, because a considerable amount of 

paperwork is always involved. This is often a determining factor in not submit-

ting a complaint. Apparently, some Roma and Sinti organisations do occasion-

ally receive complaints by telephone, but these usually do not lead to a formal 

complaint because of the written steps that then need to be taken.  

‘The Roma are not people who keep records, while the Netherlands is exactly 

that… a country of paper pushers.’

‘There are too many agencies. The Roma don’t want tell their story over and 

over again.’

A cultural ‘explanation’ can also be given for the lack of complaints from Roma 

and Sinti. Already for ages, the Roma and Sinti have not felt comfortable sharing 

their problems with the outside world. In addition, the Roma and Sinti are a- 

fraid that complaining has a negative effect on their public image. To the out-

side world, complaining can be seen as evidence that the Roma and Sinti are 

‘difficult’. This phenomenon is called victimisation: the certain chance of (once 

again) experiencing disadvantages if one files a complaint about discrimination. 

This fear, experienced by many victims of discimination, can be paralysing and 

it acts as a huge barrier to reporting complaints.  70   For this reason, some try to 

break through the negative image the public has of the Roma and Sinti. They 

see this as the most constructive way to reduce prejudice and discrimination. 
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‘Reporting discrimination to the police only makes things worse; it’s negative 

energy. We prefer to focus on the pragmatic, for example to mediate with 

employers.’

‘Their experience is that complaining is a waste of time. Everything they re-

port reflects negatively on their public image.’ 

Apart from the practical obstacles and cultural objections, many Roma and Sinti 

are simply not geared towards submitting official complaints. This is also based 

on a number of reasons: most often mentioned is that the Roma and Sinti are 

accustomed to their marginalised position in Dutch society and the disadvan-

tage, exclusion, and discrimination that accompany it. Due to their long history 

of persecution, they often do not know any better. An incident where they expe-

rience discrimination is more often perceived as an affirmation of their image 

of Dutch society than as a form of injustice, which they need to go up against. 

 

‘Not talking about problems is inherent in the culture; it’s a matter of survi-

val. Besides, discrimination is considered normal. That’s why it’s so difficult 

for them to recognise it as such.’

Another reason mentioned is that because of the negligible amount of school- 

ing the Roma and Sinti receive, their knowledge of rights and responsibilities 

in society is limited. Due to this, they have difficulty distinguishing between be-

haviour directed at them that is acceptable and behaviour that is unacceptable. 

According to most of the experts we interviewed, the habituation to exclusion 

and discrimination leads many Roma and Sinti to distance themselves emotion- 

ally and retreat even further from Dutch society. They have a feeling of not be-

longing and of not being accepted by this society. Accordingly, they continue 

to retreat farther into their own circles. In the words of one informant: 

‘Because they’ve always been persecuted, they have an entirely different world-

view and behave defensively toward the outside world. Many Roma and Sinti 

are not interested in participating in the civilian hierarchy.’ 

‘They have no access to the Dutch bureaucracy. That’s because they are isola-

ted from society and they also isolate themselves.’
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Some Roma and Sinti are not even conscious of the fact that reporting sta- 

tions exist where they can file their complaints. Those who are aware of these 

facilities are generally distrustful. Their poor relationship with governmental 

institutions and the police contributes to this. If and when they do report an 

incident, they feel that it takes too long for something to happen or that there 

are too few results.

5.3  —
 Complaint reporting stations

The aforementioned indicates the variety of reasons why the grievances of Roma 

and Sinti do not reach the existing complaint reporting stations. The most im-

portant reasons being that the Roma and Sinti:

a. are not well informed about where they can go with their complaints;

b.  often have a poor command of the Dutch language and cannot manage 

the written procedures;

c.  have little faith that their complaint will be taken seriously or followed

 through on;

d.  do not want to reinforce the stereotype that they are ‘difficult’;

e.  have developed a kind of complacency due to a history of habituation.

In reaction to these indications, we asked ourselves if there is a need for a new 

complaint reporting station exclusively for the Roma and Sinti — a place they 

might have more trust in and where their specific circumstances would be tak- 

en more into account. We asked our key informants if they also thought  

there was a need in the community, and if so, what form this complaint station 

should take. 

 

All those we interviewed agreed that a condition for any complaint station being 

a success is obtaining the trust and support of the Roma and Sinti themselves. 

Not everyone was convinced of the desire in the Roma and Sinti community 

for such a reporting station. Most thought it was a good idea, provided certain 

conditions could be met. If one wants to win the trust of the Roma and Sinti, 

then they themselves have to be involved. Something must not be set up once 

again without first consulting directly with the Roma and Sinti community. Be- 
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cause they do not like to discuss their problems with outsiders, some of the key 

informants even thought it was essential that Roma and Sinti operate such a 

complaint reporting station themselves. However, there was a consensus that 

some sort of outside help would be necessary. There are presently not enough 

skilled people amongst the Roma and Sinti to manage all aspects of a complaint 

station. In addition, such a station should improve the community’s relation-

ship with established governmental agencies, so that the Roma and Sinti gain 

access to the right channels and are taken seriously.  

The next question is whether a single complaint reporting station is enough, 

or if each Roma and Sinti group must conduct their own registrations. Some of 

those we interviewed prefer that there be one reporting station and they would 

ideally have all the Dutch Roma and Sinti work together. In chapter four we re-

ported that cooperating is apparently possible when an issue is of considerable 

importance to both communities, but that the groups tend to differ so much 

from each other that such a collaboration cannot simply be assumed.

Some believe that the special interest organisations that already exist, such as 

the Landelijke Sinti Organisatie (lso or Dutch National Sinti Organisation) and the 

Landelijke Stichting ‘Roma Emancipatie’ (National Foundation ‘Roma Emancipa-

tion’) could serve as locations for the reporting stations. However, they would 

need support in coming up with a good working method, improving relations 

with the government and authorities, as well as with the systematic collecting 

and cataloguing of complaints. In addition, there are a variety of special inter- 

est groups active on the local level in the Roma and Sinti community that could 

eventually join forces with them. Others give their preference to setting up a 

new reporting station that would be independent of any existing organisations. 

What has also been suggested is that the already existing anti-discrimination 

bureaus and other reporting stations could do more to make themselves known 

amongst the Roma and Sinti - to point out that they are there for them as well. 

They could institute a separate registration process for complaints from Roma 

and Sinti, so that some clarity could be obtained about how many complaints 

are submitted by these groups and also about the kinds of trends that appear 

over an extended period of time.
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5.4  — 
 Public image 

Already earlier in this report, we indicated that the public image of the Roma 

and Sinti plays an important role in the discrimination they experience. With- 

out exception, all of those we interviewed thought that the portrayal of the 

Roma and Sinti in the media is almost exclusively negative. It seemed to some 

of those we interviewed that negative incidents seem more newsworthy to the 

media than reports of (gradual) achievements.71 There is a feeling among these 

experts that whenever the Roma and Sinti organise gatherings, festivals, or de-

bates for a large public that little or no interest is shown by the media. 

‘Only the bad news is reported by the media. This reinforces negative images  

and plays into discrimination. When our organisation arranges a festival,

 I always contact the media. They still never write anything about it.’

‘The impression created by the media is that nothing works with this group. 

So there is little trust in the press, they hardly report on anything positive. Em-

ployers continue to run scared because of this reporting, and as a result they 

don’t dare hire Roma and Sinti.’ 

Because of all of this, there is a feeling in the Roma and Sinti community of bi- 

ased reporting and unequal treatment. One should not underestimate the influ-

ence of the media. This is the only way most people in the Netherlands receive 

any information about the Roma and Sinti community. 

The key informants specifically listed housing, education, work, goods and ser- 

vices, public policymaking and the judiciary as important areas in society 

where exclusion (and disadvantage) occurs. In addition, many of those we inter- 

viewed remarked that it is difficult to determine whether something is a prob- 

lem or an impasse as opposed to actual discrimination. Those we interviewed 

see disadvantage and exclusion more as a structural phenomenon than as a 

string of isolated incidents. 
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5.5  —
 Housing

The most important issue for Roma and Sinti in the area of housing is policy-

making related to caravan sites. This is a problematic issue that also applies to 

many other caravan dwellers. 

The shortage of caravan sites that has existed just about everywhere in the Neth- 

erlands has already been a problem for years. This shortage is estimated at some- 

where around 3,000 sites.  72 The government initially tried to reduce this shor-

tage by measures taken in the Dutch Woonwagenwet (Caravan Sites Act). The 

afstammingsbeginsel  (birthright proviso) that was included was in fact direc-

ted at diminishing the number of caravan sites. Since the abolishment of the 

Woonwagenwet in 1999, policymaking for caravan dwellers has been covered 

by regular housing legislation. Some municipalities have taken this as a signal 

that they are no longer responsible for providing enough caravan sites, which 

has resulted in long waiting lists. This often makes it impossible for family mem-

bers to pitch on the same encampment, something of great importance to the 

Roma and Sinti.  73  Even a temporary visit by a family member with a caravan 

can lead to their wagon being towed away.74

In the summer of 2002, the municipality of Houten expelled two Romany fam- 

ilies.75 Due to a shortage of sites, these families travelled in their caravans be- 

tween the towns of Bunnink, Driebergen, Houten, Nieuwegein, IJsselstein and 

Vianen. No matter where they went, after some time, they were towed away 

from their illegal caravan site and expelled.76 A so-called revolving-door con-

struction was used in these expulsions.77 Based on this, within twenty-four hours, 

families could once again be set over the city lines. A situation similar to this 

occurred in the year 2000 when the municipality of Driebergen paid off three 

Roma families to leave their community.78 These families also wandered in cir-

cles for months.79 The municipality of Houten finally decided to give the fami-

lies an urgentieverklaring (certificate of urgency) for housing.80 They moved into 

permanent quarters in February 2003. 81
 

The municipality of Nuenen is just one of the places where there has been a 

shortage of caravan encampments and sites for a very long time.82 Already on 

two occasions, a few Sinti have protested by setting up camp nearby city hall.   83  
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Illustrative of the extent of this problem is the situation of a Sintezza who has 

been signed up for a site in this town since 1991. She has been living in the car- 

avan of a family member all this time; the municipality tolerates her but only 

provides her with temporary residence permits. Subsequently, the deadlines 

the city has repeatedly set for itself have not been met. In 2003, the woman con-

tacted the city again because a permanent solution had still not been found. 

She wanted to know where she stood. After many discussions, all with unsat- 

isfactory results, the municipality of Nuenen sent her a letter stating that it was 

in discussion with different private parties interested in managing the town’s 

caravan sites. As far as the municipality was concerned, the responsibility for 

delegating caravan sites would also then lie with the new site manager. This 

situation typifies a trend that has emerged since the abolishment of the Dutch 

Woonwagenwet (Caravan Sites Act). Whenever possible, municipalities dele-

gate the exploitation of caravans and caravan encampments and sites to pri- 

vate companies. According to one of our key informants, presently sixty percent 

of the caravans that are being rented belong to private owners. On the other 

hand, what should be noted is that municipalities encounter a lot of resistance 

from the local population when looking for sites for caravan encampments. 84 

Almost without exception, there are protests against the establishment of any 

new caravan locations. Neighbourhood residents are afraid of trouble and fear 

that their property values will decrease. This argument is strengthened by inci-

dents such as one that occurred in 1997 in the Dutch town of Weert. A council-

man was awarded damages in a case he brought because a few new caravans 

located near his home obstructed his view. 85 The compensation in this case led 

to claims for damages by other neighbours. This is probably the reason that 

in appropriating caravan sites, the (isolated) locations that are usually chosen 

could be called unpleasant at best and at times downright dangerous. The hous- 

ing of minority groups in inferior areas in terms of environmental and safety 

standards — such as the blasting zone of an explosives factory   86 — is known as 

environmental racism in the United States.87

Problems related to housing also arose when the Landelijke Sinti Organisatie 

(lso or Dutch National Sinti Organisation) in Best went looking for a better lo-

cation for their headquarters. They were initially in short-term housing in two 

temporary buildings situated between an industrial area and the town’s sports 

fields. The new space they were interested in was too centrally located as far 

as neighbourhood residents were concerned. They were no doubt afraid that  
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this would give way to large groups of Sinti in the centre of Best. Based on some 

formal technicality, the municipality kept the lso from renting this building. 

Although the lso finally found a fine location in Best, which the organisation 

has been using since 2003, this does not change the feeling that the Sinti con-

nection is actually the reason why they were turned down for the first space 

they had their eye on.

Many municipalities prefer to accommodate caravan dwellers in houses. Long 

waiting lists and vague procedures to qualify for caravan sites apparently con-

tribute to this. Roma and Sinti sometimes agree to relocate to a house because 

they can have a permanent dwelling sooner than a site might become availa-

ble for their caravan. 

From a judicial standpoint, there is the question of whether the government is 

responsible for providing sites for Roma and Sinti. After all, living in caravans is 

part of the cultural identity of (many) Roma and Sinti. If the government actu-

ally makes it impossible for this cultural identity to be sustained and experien-

ced, then the government is in violation of the rules of international law. For in- 

stance, it is violating the European Directive implementing the principle of 

equal treatment between persons, irrespective of racial or ethnic origin (here- 

after: Racial Equality Directive).  88 In this Racial Equality Directive, member coun-

tries of the European Union are charged with the responsibility of providing 

access to available housing to every person without distinguishing by race.89 

Therefore, providing enough caravan sites ought to be included under this di-

rective as well.90 Otherwise, the government is in violation of the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (iccpr) as stated in Article 27, which pro-

tects the rights of (ethnic) minorities to ‘enjoy their own culture’. 

5.6  — 
 Education

We identified quite a lot of complaints about disadvantage and exclusion or 

discrimination in the area of education. Certain schools seem to be guilty of 

discrimination because they refuse to admit Roma and Sinti, if not always ex-

plicitly because of their ethnicity. Other problems are school absenteeism and 

segregation.
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Admittance

An important ruling was issued in 2003 by the Commissie Gelijke Behandeling 

(cgb or Equal Treatment Commission) with respect to admittance in a case in-

volving a primary school in the town of Ede. 91 The case was brought before the 

commission by the Landelijk Bureau ter bestrijding van Rassendiscriminatie (lbr 

or National Bureau against Racial Discrimination) and the Anti-Discrimination 

Bureau in the town of Veenendaal.

The complaint filed by these anti-discrimination bureaus was directed against 

the governing body of an association for Protestant-Christian primary school 

education. This association applied a maximum admittance of fifteen percent 

for children using Dutch as their second language. In addition, the association 

imposed a quota on the number of children they would enrol from the Roma 

and Sinti community. The school association also made agreements with other 

educational institutions regarding this dispersal policy.

There is established jurisprudence that enrolment based on quotas directly re-

lated to race violates the Algemene Wet Gelijke Behandeling (awgb or Equal Treat-

ment Act).      92 It is irrelevant if the arguments to support such a distinction are of 

sound intent. In making a direct distinction by race, one can never speak of an 

objective justification. This also led the cgb to conclude that a quota policy for 

children from the Roma and Sinti community directly distinguishes by race. 93 

The fact that the quota was based on a dispersal policy and that agreements 

were made with other educational institutions is of no consequence here. Given 

in this instance of direct distinction that no lawful exception can be applied, 

the school is in violation of the awgb. 

The key informants acknowledged in the interviews that Roma and Sinti chil- 

dren are regularly refused admittance to schools they want to attend. The rea- 

sons for this are often vague and usually not based on school performance. The 

mistrust of Roma and Sinti is so great in some areas of the Netherlands that 

schools ask for prior assurance that a child will not cause any problems. Bad 

experiences and prejudice seem to contribute to this. In the meantime, it be-

comes more and more difficult for the Roma and Sinti to find a school where 

their children are welcome. There are ways to hold schools that refuse children 

without legitimate reasons accountable, but this is seldom the approach pur-

sued. This would undoubtedly disturb the relationship with that school from  
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the start, so Roma and Sinti children who are refused enrolment usually end 

up going to other schools.

Absenteeism

Nowadays, most Roma and Sinti complete at least primary school and usually 

attend a few years of secondary education.94 However, absenteeism is above 

average and many students prematurely drop out of school. Given that educa-

tion is compulsory in the Netherlands (until the age of 16), this should proba-

bly not be occurring on such a large scale. Adequate controls of compliance 

with the compulsory education law are extremely important. Members of the 

Dutch Parliament have expressed their concern about this to the government 

in parliamentary debates.95 Some Roma and Sinti still do not feel it is normal 

for their children to attend school for an extended period and on a regular ba-

sis. In the past, truant officers often looked the other way in respect for the cul-

ture, but also out of despair. Often those involved with compliance are uncom-

fortable pointing out to the Roma and Sinti what their own responsibilities are 

in this matter.

A few of our key informants suspect that some schools enrol Roma and Sinti 

pupils so the school will receive the extra funding allocated by the Dutch gov- 

ernment for (minority) groups that are socially disadvantaged, but that sub-

sequently these schools hardly check if these children are actually coming to 

school. The fact that a relatively large number of parents still underestimate 

the importance of regularly attending school contributes to the continuation 

of this. For a long time, experts were reluctant to force Roma and Sinti children 

to go to school, because in the past this sometimes had a contrary effect. For in-

stance, it led to children being sent out of the country to avoid the compulsory 

education regulations. 

There is now a broad consensus that getting an education is the only key to bet-

tering the position of the Roma and Sinti in society. It is therefore in their best 

interest that compulsory education regulations be enforced. However, a practi-

cal problem occurs because the procedures that truant officers are able to set in 

motion often take too long. By the time parents are officially approached about 

absenteeism, the child has already returned to school again. In the meantime, 

little can be done against the scores of short periods of absenteeism. Therefore, 

in some municipalities an educational consultant has been appointed espe- 
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cially for Roma and Sinti children; somebody who knows the group personally 

and can intervene as soon as problems arise. By building relationships in the 

community that are based on mutual trust, these consultants can achieve more 

in a short time than an anonymous official who only hands out fines and sets 

procedures in motion.    96

Segregation 

Tackling problems in the area of education with a special approach has also 

led to another trend, namely the establishment of separate educational pro- 

grammes for Roma and Sinti children. Diverse schools and municipalities en-

countered such difficulties integrating these children into the regular educa-

tional system that they chose to establish separate classes for them. 97    In these 

classes, extra attention could be devoted to the specific needs of these children, 

their language problems and other areas of education where they were lag-

ging behind. Much criticism has arisen about the existence of these separate 

classes. Most experts fear that this hampers the integration of these Roma and 

Sinti children into the regular educational system. Besides, both the quality of 

the education and the classroom facilities are not always reliable. There is some 

anxiety that this creates a situation — such as in Middle and Eastern Europe 

— where Roma children are often forced to settle for a second rate education.98 

Some of these separate classes have been disbanded by now and the focus has 

shifted more towards providing the Roma and Sinti with extra assistance with- 

in the regular educational system. We consider the establishment of separate 

educational programmes as undesirable, both from the point-of-view of equal 

treatment as well as integration.

5.7  —
 Work

The percentage of Roma and Sinti who are unemployed is very high. Some be-

lieve the percentages reach even as high as ninety percent.  99 However, concrete 

figures, as well as a break down amongst the different groups, are not available. 

The high unemployment in this community is a direct result of disadvantage 

in the area of education. The ambitions and traditions of the Roma and Sinti 

are also contributing factors. Many of them prefer self-employment as opposed 

to holding down a regular job. Due to the vanishing of many traditional voca- 
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tions and the administrative and financial activities that accompany starting a 

business, the Roma and Sinti are frequently not successful at this, with the ex-

ception of performing music.  

Not all Roma and Sinti are interested in having permanent jobs. Yet, those who 

are, encounter discrimination from employers more often than not.  100 Our key 

informants who are involved with mediating in the labour market indicated 

that employers are prejudiced as a result of the negative reporting by the me-

dia. This probably exerts the most influence on small companies in the towns 

where Roma and Sinti live. Larger companies, in cities such as Eindhoven, seem 

more prepared to give Roma and Sinti a chance. However, the Roma and Sin-

ti often actually prefer smaller companies. They feel more comfortable there 

and above all they do not have to travel to the big city, which is considered dan- 

gerous especially for youngsters and women.

‘From this new group, it’s hard to distinguish straight away if they are Roma; 

they look like Turks or Moroccans. If people discover that somebody is Rom, 

problems immediately arise because of the bad reputation of the community. 

So, they might refer to themselves as a Turk or a Macedonian. This actually 

occurs the most amongst Roma who are well educated and integrated. As a 

result, those with the most disadvantages are associated with the Roma, and 

therefore people do not realise that there are also differences in levels of edu-

cation and social status in this community.’ 

According to some of our key informants, when an employment agency medi- 

ates between the Roma and Sinti and employers, the person’s background is 

usually disclosed immediately. This approach could in itself be seen as discri-

minatory, but those who are directly involved report having better experien-

ces than when the person’s background is revealed at a later date. The Roma 

and Sinti are still refused employment based, for instance, on their last name 

or their address being on a caravan encampment.

5.8  — 
 Goods and services  

As far as the delivery of goods and services to Roma and Sinti is concerned,  
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the problems that arise seem to be related to the surroundings where they 

live. Some companies are reluctant to deliver to the residents of caravan sites. 

Another example is that companies will only deliver goods when specific con-

ditions are met. Customers have to pay in advance or have to collect the goods 

themselves. What is often pointed to in defence of this sort of unequal treatment 

is that because of the bad experiences of suppliers in the past, they do not want 

to risk exposing their personnel to violence or threats. They also consider the 

chance of goods being stolen too great. The Commissie Gelijke Behandeling (cgb 

or Equal Treatment Commission) ruled in a case brought by a caravan dweller 

that this kind of unequal treatment against all caravan dwellers in the Nether-

lands is not justifiable based on a few bad experiences of the past.101 Refusal of 

goods and services sometimes takes place based on the ‘suspect’ postal code of 

the client. Excluding certain postal codes when providing (customer) service is 

called ‘redlining’.   
102

 

Problems also arise for Roma and Sinti when they try to purchase insurance, be-

cause insurance companies consider this group as a whole to carry an increased 

risk.103 This leads to insurance premiums being higher or caravan sites being 

excluded. The latter sometimes occurs because of high claims by a few other 

people living on a particular encampment.104 Based on the Algemene Wet Ge-

lijke Behandeling (awgb or Equal Treatment Act) such an indirect distinction by 

area of residence is only permitted if there is an objective justification.105  There- 

fore a legitimate goal is required and the means of achieving this goal must 

be appropriate and necessary. The concrete examples that are known are only 

related to caravan dwellers, but it seems obvious that Roma and Sinti living in 

caravans could encounter the same problems. 

A specific complaint that is frequently articulated by Roma and Sinti is that they 

are scrutinised more than others when they are shopping in stores.106 This is 

probably attributable not only to the bad reputation they have but also to the 

stereotypical image of ‘Gypsies’ as thieves. Two out of four complaints to the 

Meldpunt Discriminatie Internet (mdi or Dutch Complaints Bureau for Discrimi-

nation on the Internet) are related to remarks that label the Roma and Sinti as 

criminals or thieves. This stereotype is also alive and well among shopkeepers. 

It is understandable that they want to reduce risks to their businesses and de-

crease the chances of theft. However, for the Roma and Sinti who have no bad 

intentions, to be scrutinised because of one’s ethnic background creates an un-

pleasant and discriminatory atmosphere. 
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5.9  —
 Public policymaking

What can be concluded from the interviews we conducted is that the relation-

ship of the Roma and Sinti with governmental agencies is often problematic. 

Not only is there a certain apprehension in organisations about Roma and Sinti, 

there is also a lack of understanding. Particularly the people who work closely 

with the Roma and Sinti complain that a variety of agencies such as juvenile 

social work, the departments that allocate income benefits, and the schools in-

spectorate are often too afraid to intervene in the face of problems, while they 

simply would not hesitate with other groups. As a result, the Roma and Sinti are 

only approached when things have gone too far. Often, the aid of the police or a 

bailiff is then immediately called for. Subsequently, the Roma and Sinti feel they 

are being criminalised. This apprehension at different organisations is purport- 

edly fed by a few incidents of threats made by Roma and Sinti. The generally 

poor relationship with government agencies leads Roma and Sinti to ask other 

people to call for them, also because people with Roma or Sinti names are not 

taken seriously. Given that Roma and Sinti often come from very large families, 

there is a good chance that people who have not done anything wrong might 

end up paying the price for somebody else’s actions.

As already mentioned, city officials are frequently not very sensitive when deal- 

ing with the Roma and Sinti. According to one informant, a city official delib- 

erately housed Roma and Sinti in a disadvantaged neighbourhood so they would 

have the least possible problems with discrimination by their neighbours. Per-

haps this was meant well, but it is obviously discriminatory. Another informant 

related that there are generally few social welfare programmes specifically set 

up for the Roma and Sinti, while they often do not have access to neighbour-

hood projects in the isolated areas where they live. An additional problem is that 

Roma and Sinti in most municipalities are such a small group that it is hardly 

feasible to set up special activities only for them. Some municipalities with a 

larger number of Roma and Sinti have developed special projects, such as the 

town of Ede (educational project) and Nieuwegein (an afternoon open house 

for Roma women). A number of our informants felt that projects such as these 

are usually terminated much too quickly. 
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Many key informants perceive the government’s termination of the structur- 

al funding it was allocating to the Dutch National Sinti Organisation (lso) as 

evidence that the government is not seriously committed to the situation of 

Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands.107     It is incomprehensible from their stand-

point that in countless European forums the government of the Netherlands 

supports the prevention of disadvantage, social exclusion, and poverty among 

the Roma  108 but fails to do so at home.109 We can only conclude that a striking 

discrepancy exists here. 

5.10  — 
 Police and judiciary 

Our research indicates that the relationship of Roma and Sinti to the police is 

far from optimal. Due to (often unsubstantiated) criminality, the Roma and Sinti 

frequently come in contact with the police. This often gives them the feeling 

that the police discriminates against them without due cause. For example, 

in 1998, the police in the Dutch province of Limburg hung a flyer in a nursing 

home warning of thieves. The residents were asked to keep their eyes open for 

‘sinister’ as well as ‘Gypsy-looking’ types. More recently, a Roma woman came 

to police headquarters because she felt that some policeman had behaved in a 

discriminatory manner towards her. According to one of our key informants, 

when she tried to file a complaint about this at the police station, she was report- 

edly dismissed. Police raids that are regularly conducted on caravan encamp-

ments   110 where the police use an inordinate amount of force, according to those 

involved, serve to damage underlying relations even further. 

We listened to a number of complaints about possible irregularities in the judi-

cial process. These alleged denial of liberty based on uncertain grounds, repre-

sentation by incapable lawyers, and excessive punishments. However, the dos-

siers kept on these cases were not documented adequately enough to be able 

to arrive at any conclusions. Another incident we were told about concerned a 

twelve-year-old Roma youngster, from the town of Nuenen, who was unjustly 

accused of a sexual offence. This was allegedly not handled according to the 

rules of the juvenile justice system. The same fate awaited a thirteen-year-old girl 

caught in the act of pickpocketing.111 In addition, against policy, the youngster 

was apparently not questioned in his own language (Romani). He was released  
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after the intervention of one of our key informants. 

Many people were amazed by the handling of the extradition request by the 

United States of America to the government of the Netherlands regarding the 

Romany family named Moro, especially from a humanitarian standpoint.112 The 

family was suspected of theft in the U.S. and many of them were imprisoned for 

28 months in the Netherlands while they awaited extradition. After the judge   113 

and the Minister of Justice   114 agreed to hand over these stateless Roma, the U.S. 

abandoned prosecuting them any further.  115 The threat that Father Moro would 

be separated for an extended period from his underage children who lived in 

the Netherlands expired with this decision. 

Another incident in 2003 also received a lot of publicity.116 A Public Prosecutor 

from the city of Arnhem was charged with discriminating against the Roma. 

He made the following controversial remarks in his arguments at the trial of 

six members of a Roma family accused of theft and fraud:   117 ‘In the Roma Gypsy 

community, criminality is considered commonplace. The Roma community is 

involved with crime and punishable offences. Breaking and entering is consid- 

ered normal. Although there are a few exceptions amongst them who are not 

criminals, all the rest are.’ At the end of the trial day, the Prosecutor was asked 

if he had actually meant these remarks as he had phrased them. He confirmed 

this. Only when his statement appeared in the media and there were many out-

raged reactions, was a press release issued in which the Public Prosecutor’s Of- 

fice declared that ‘by no means is this office of the opinion’ that a majority of the 

Roma community are criminals.  118 A press release followed a day later in which 

the Prosecutor rectified his statement and apologised.119 Nevertheless, this inci-

dent resulted in many indignant reactions from Roma and Sinti themselves, as 

well as from many others who were involved with the community in some way 

or another. In addition, different special interest groups — including the Lande-

lijke Sinti Organisatie (lso or Dutch National Sinti Organisation) and the Lande-

lijke Stichting ‘Roma Emancipatie’ (National Foundation ‘Roma Emancipation’) 

— filed a (criminal) complaint.120 In this way, creating a platform for the many 

concerned reactions they had received in just a short period of time. After their 

complaint, the Prosecutor was removed from the case. Early in 2004, the Public 

Prosecutor’s Office decided not to pursue criminal prosecution.121 Even though 

the statements were insulting, according to the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the 

unusual context in which they were made kept these defamatory remarks from 
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being punishable as a crime. In its explanation, the Public Prosecutor’s Of- 

fice basically relied on the lack of (criminal) intent. However, it seems to us that 

according to the notion of ‘conditional intent’ in this case that the Prosecutor 

should have been aware of the insulting nature of his statements, and because 

of this one can certainly speak of intent in the legal sense. In addition, the task 

of the Prosecutor was to prove the guilt of the suspect and not to condemn an 

entire population group.

This case had a huge impact on the Roma and Sinti community. They experi- 

enced the defamatory comments as especially shocking because somebody exer-

cising a public function had uttered them. In addition, the Prosecutor’s remarks 

were supposedly not based on facts. What was even more disturbing is that the 

Prosecutor initially refused to rescind his remarks. Given that the Prosecutor’s 

defamatory statement did not result in legal action, people in the Roma and 

Sinti community are very concerned that this gives others free reign to express 

their prejudices and hatred of ‘Gypsies’. In the forum section of the right-wing 

extremist website Storm Front, this fear has already become reality.122
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6  — 

Conclusions and 
recommendations 

6.1  — 
 Conclusions 

The issues we have presented in this report originate in essence from the huge 

cultural differences and long-standing mutual lack of acceptance that exist be- 

tween the Roma and Sinti community in the Netherlands and Dutch ‘civilian 

society’. This has created a considerable amount of distrust between these par-

ties, which further contributes to prejudice and leads to unequal treatment. The 

Roma and Sinti do not see themselves as ‘civilians’ and are usually not interested 

in participating in Dutch society. They differ in this way from other ethnic minor- 

ity groups, because during their long history they have not aspired to ‘civilian’ 

careers. They are therefore less receptive to help and advice to achieve this. The 

high unemployment and criminality in the community does not contribute to 

their integration either. Moreover, the (nomadic) lifestyle of the Roma and Sinti 

no longer has its place in today’s post-industrial society. 

The social status of the Roma and Sinti is cause for concern. The considerable 

disadvantage they experience in participating in education and the labour mar-

ket surpasses that of other minority groups in the Netherlands. There are not 

enough caravan encampments and sites in the country, which leads to housing 

problems for those Roma and Sinti who are still living as caravan dwellers. 

In addition, the public image of ‘Gypsies’ in Dutch society is negative and ster- 

eotypical, and the Roma and Sinti are often perceived as threatening. It is not 

surprising then that negative attitudes about this population group lead to 

suspicion and exclusion. The Dutch government has not managed to turn this 

tendency around, and at times exactly the opposite has occurred. This tentative  
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relationship between the Roma and Sinti on the one hand and governmental 

agencies on the other is influenced by the persecution of the community dur- 

ing the Second World War. 

It seems as if the Roma and Sinti more or less accept the discrimination directed 

against them as something normal. Incidents or complaints are virtually not 

reported. However, our study indicates that disadvantage and exclusion did oc-

cur in important areas of society during the period 2002-2003. This was usually 

not related to individual incidents of discrimination, but primarily concerned 

mechanisms that result in structural forms of discrimination. For instance, 

because the criteria that cause distinction are an integral part of policies con- 

nected to acceptance and selection.

In the designating of caravan encampments and sites for Roma and Sinti, ap- 

parently unpleasant locations are chosen on purpose. Several motives contribute 

to this, among them avoiding problems and discrimination. However, the result 

of this strategy is that the government can also be faulted for disadvantaging 

the Roma and Sinti. In failing to provide enough caravan sites, the government 

makes it impossible for Roma and Sinti to sustain their cultural identity. This 

violates the requirement to provide housing without distinguishing by ethnic 

background, as established in the European Racial Equality Directive. 

In the area of education, the creation of quota policies for the admittance of 

Roma and Sinti pupils is an example of structural discrimination. Another prob- 

lem is the permissive, or even indifferent, attitude related to truancy. In not hav- 

ing to adhere to the compulsory education rules, it seems as if the Roma and 

Sinti community is receiving privileged treatment, while the final result — es-

pecially for those directly involved — can be detrimental. Seen from the per-

spective of equal treatment and integration, separate education for Roma and 

Sinti pupils should be rejected. 

In every area of society, bad experiences as well as prejudice play a signif- 

icant role in the creation of negative attitudes that easily result in exclu-

sion. In the area of work, for example, not only does the lower level of educa- 

tion of the Roma and Sinti play a role but also their public image among em-

ployers. Small businesses, in particular, often refuse to hire Roma and Sinti. 
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Many Roma and Sinti do not feel welcome in shops and stores. They have the 

impression that they are viewed as potential thieves. Though this is not com-

pletely incomprehensible given the (relatively) high criminality amongst the 

Roma and Sinti, nevertheless many experience this as insulting and discrimi-

natory. In addition, the delivery of goods and services to caravan sites is often 

problematic. Precautions to limit risks to businesses are not always in compli-

ance with the principle of equal treatment. 

Furthermore, the policymaking of the government in relation to the Roma 

and Sinti seems to be predominantly based on negative experiences. This not 

only leads to distrust and reticence but also to exclusion. What is especially 

frustrating is that the Dutch government supports a commitment to Roma and  

Sinti civil rights in international political forums, but does not commit to this 

at home. 

The image that the police and judiciary have of Roma and Sinti is primarily col- 

oured by those who misbehave. As a result of their negative public image, 

the Roma and Sinti are often confronted with prejudice. The incident that oc- 

curred involving the Public Prosecutor in the Dutch city of Arnhem only served 

to increase this prejudice.

Preventing disadvantage and exclusion means that the principle of equality has 

to be respected. It is a widespread misunderstanding that this somehow implies 

everyone is the same. It is precisely this principle of equality that tries to do jus-

tice to the differences that could occur between (groups of) people. This means 

that respecting equal treatment can sometimes justify treating people in dif- 

ferent ways. The goal of these different approaches should be to achieve equality. 

There is no room for giving into anxiety and fear here. Disadvantage, exclusion, 

and unequal treatment are not necessarily the result of discriminatory intent. 

Sometimes intentions that are well-meaning, backfire when put into practice.

The lack of statistics about Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands raises the question 

of why the Dutch government does not do more to monitor them. What finally 

needs to be said is that accountability for a marginalised population group in 

a country cannot only be placed with the group itself, especially when the gov- 

ernment has played (and still plays) a considerable role in that marginalisation. 
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6.2  — 
 Recommendations

1.  The Landelijke Vereniging van Anti Discriminatie Bureaus en Meldpunten 

 (National Federation of Anti-Discrimination Agencies and Hotlines) and the 

Anti-Discriminatie Bureaus (adb’s or Anti-Discrimination Bureaus) should in-

clude Roma and Sinti in their complaint registration process as a separate 

group. Promoting awareness about adb’s in the Roma and Sinti community 

is also recommended.

2.  The Landelijk Expertise Centrum Discriminatie (lecd or National Expertise Centre 

Discrimination) of the Openbaar Ministerie (Public Prosecutor’s Office) and the 

Landelijk Bureau Discriminatiezaken van de Politie (lbd or National Discrimina-

tion Bureau Police) should indicate as much as possible with their registrations, 

the extent to which Roma or Sinti approach them with their complaints.

3.   The registration and documentation of disadvantage and exclusion amongst 

the Roma and Sinti should also be carried out by that community itself. It is 

advisable that the national special interest groups Landelijke Sinti Organisatie 

(lso or Dutch National Sinti Organisation) and the Landelijke Stichting ‘Roma 

Emancipatie’ (National Foundation ‘Roma Emancipation’) play a significant 

role in this. Therefore cooperation between different organisations seems 

logical.

4.  In preventing disadvantage and exclusion, priority should be given to dispel-

ling already existing prejudices and whenever possible preventing new ones. 

To do this, the government — in cooperation with national and local special 

interest groups in the Roma and Sinti community — needs to appeal to the 

‘civilian society’ as well as the Roma and Sinti community. 

5.  It is important to dispel the negative images that the police and judiciary and 

the Roma and Sinti have of each other. After all, mutual distrust only strength- 

ens prejudice. By organising regular gatherings between community workers 

and representatives of the Roma and Sinti, this negative spiral can be broken 

through and future problems can be avoided. 

6.  Within a framework of creating equal opportunity for the Roma and Sinti, poli-

cymaking in the area of education is extremely important. Here, the emphasis  
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 should be placed on rights and obligations. One should only take differences 

into consideration if these will lead to equal educational opportunities. Quo-

tas, disregarding truancy, and separate (segregated) forms of education need 

to be rejected because these are in violation of the principle of equal treat-

ment. 

7.  The Dutch government is responsible for providing a sufficient amount of car- 

avan encampments and sites. If it is unable to do so, then it is in violation of 

the European requirement to provide housing without distinguishing by eth-

nic origin. 

 

8.  The Dutch government needs to fulfil the commitments, which it has made on 

an international level regarding the Roma and Sinti, also at home. It should 

make every effort to alleviate the marginal position of this population group. 

Given the mutual distrust, which continues to escalate, improving their social 

position also serves Dutch society as a whole. 
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Appendix I 

Key informants 

1. Gjunler Abdula — Chairperson Landelijke Stichting ‘Roma Emancipatie’ 

 (National Foundation ‘Roma Emancipation’) in the town of Oss. 
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tercultural work at consultancy firm Moira ctt in the city of Utrecht. 

3.  Henk van Beurden — Counsellor at the reintegration firm Pluspunt in the city 

of Eindhoven. 

4.  Ad van den Breekel — Counsellor at the reintegration firm Pluspunt in the city 

of Eindhoven. 

5.  Peter Jorna — Staff policymaker at forum, Insitutute for Multicultural Develop-

ment in the city of Utrecht.

6.  Leo Lucassen — Senior lecturer in History at the University of Amsterdam. 

7. René Mennens — Counsellor woonwagenwerk (social work among caravan dwel-

lers) at social work institute Trajekt in the city of Maastricht. 

8.  Door Merzel — Project Counsellor social services project for Roma in the mu- 

nicipality of Nieuwegein. 

9.  Roel Nuss — Counsellor woonwagenwerk (social work among caravan dwellers) 

at social work institute Trajekt in the city of Maastricht. 

10.  Jos Overbekking — Researcher and staff member Prisma Brabant in the city of 

Tilburg. This independent institution advises govermental bodies in the areas 

of social services and education. 

11.  Marcia Rooker — Researcher and legal scholar; received her doctorate with a 

dissertation on: ‘The International Legal Protection of Roma and Sinti in Eu-

rope’. 

12.  Bluma Schattevoet — Writer and Sinti spokesperson.

13.  Marga Veenstra — Educational consultant for Steunpunt zigeuner (Gypsy Support 

Centre) and woonwagenwerk (social work among caravan dwellers) for the mu-

nicipality of Utrecht.

14.  Josephine Verspaget — Specialist on the Roma for the Dutch Labour Party 

(PvdA) and chair of the Raadkamer projecten (supervisory body) of the Stich-

ting Rechtsherstel Sinti and Roma (foundation for the rehabilitation of Roma 

and Sinti victims of the Second World War).

15.  Kokalo Weiss — Artistic leader of the Royal Gypsy Orchestra Tata Mirando.

16.  Lalla Weiss — Spokesperson of the Landelijke Sinti Organisatie (lso or Dutch Na-

tional Sinti Organisation) in the town of Best. 
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17.  Zoni Weisz — Advisor on Roma and Sinti issues. 

18.  Jan Marinus Wiersma — Member of the European Parliament for the Dutch La-

bour Party (PvdA).

19.  Jan van der Zandt — Pastor for the Landelijk Woonwagenpastoraat, Den Bosch 

branch (a national association of Church communities serving the needs of 

caravan dwellers). 
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Appendix II
 

Interview questions 

1.  What is your profession or function and in which organisation?

2.  In what capacity are you involved with the Roma and Sinti community? 

3.  How long have you been involved with them? 

4.  What activities are you presently involved with in relationship to this commu-

nity?

5.  How would you subdivide the Roma and Sinti into groups?

6.  In which ways do the Roma and Sinti differ from each other? 

7.  How important is this difference (more differences or more similarities)? 

8.  How is the contact between these groups? 

9.  How many Roma and Sinti do you think are presently in the Netherlands? 

10.  Can you provide geographical information about the different groups in the   

 Netherlands? 

11.  How would you describe the social position of the different groups? 

12.  Do you have any knowledge of incidents or complaints about discrimination 

of Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands the past few years (when, committed by 

who, in which area)? 

13.  Do you think (structural) discrimination, disadvantage, and exclusion of  

       Roma and Sinti occur in the Netherlands? 

14.  Do you have any idea why so few complaints from Roma and Sinti reach the      

established institutions? 

15.  Do you think it is possible to set up a complaint reporting station that (groups 

of) Roma and Sinti would be able to relate to, or does this somehow  

 not comply with their customs? 

16.  Can you suggest other people we should interview for this study?



 P E T E R               R .   R O D R I G U E S      |      M A A I K E                 M A T E L S K I

A N N E           F R A N K           S T I C H T I N G     |    O N D E R Z O E K           E N           D O C U M E N T A T I E

U N I V E R S I T E I T           L E I D E N    |    D E P A R T E M E N T           B E S T U U R S K U N D E

M O N I T O R           R A C I S M
&    E X T R E M E         R I G H T

R O M A E N S I N T I
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