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Where the ideals of social progress discover the non-territoriality of rights and duties and the capacity of actions “without borders”, the Roma people have had centuries of experience, and, as Günter Grass wrote: “they are what we are forcing ourselves to become: true Europeans”.
From the message of the International Union Romani during the celebrations of the 50th Anniversary of the landing at Caen (Berlin,  June,2nd, 1994)
For several years now activists concerned with the conditions of the Roma people on Italian territory, various historians of the genocides and witnesses of the Shoah, have been using the word “persecution” to describe the present policies being carried out by the Italian Government aimed at tackling the so-called “Roma emergency”. However, this emergency, which politicians and the press are presenting to the Italian people as though an invasion were underway, spreading figures and information that is unfounded, does not exist.

The Roma emergency is a psychosis that has stemmed from widespread unease and feelings of panic for the future. Italy has lost its faith in the ability of its own institutions to bring about progress and is looking over its shoulder with fear. Fear is running through society leading to a crisis in values and, in spite of the figures issued by the Ministry of the Interior showing that crimes against persons and property – those that worry the Italians most – have fallen over the last few years (so much so that Italy has become one of the safest countries in the world), its people feel threatened. Conditioned by a long period of racist and xenophobic propaganda, the Italians have singled out the enemy in the Bogeyman of fairy-tales.

And that’s where the Roma people, “the gypsies” make their appearance, behind the filter of fear and ignorance, like a horde of barbarians; no longer human beings, families in difficulty, discriminated against for centuries and still in search of a social space in which they can live and contribute to European progress.

The tragic examples handed down to us by history are not sufficient, nor are the words of Holocaust survivors, the Catholic Church and the defenders of human rights. The words “security” and “lawfulness” drown out the words no one seems to want to hear: persecution, ethnic cleansing, racism, xenophobia. The same phenomenon is also taking place in diplomatic relations between political groups, the Member States of the European Union, national and international organizations, the authorities, and press: “Let’s not talk about racism or cultural genocide. We’re not talking about racism or cultural genocide. We’re not criticising, but offering solutions. Unfortunately however, this is a dangerous and wrong approach. It would be like trying to cure a cancer patient while failing to mention his illness, even denying it, in the conviction that ignorance, not an awareness of the problem, must form the basis of the treatment.

To return to what we were saying, we have to recognise – based on the facts, documentation, testimonies and observations in the field - that the level of racism, discrimination, oppression and violence the Roma people are subjected to in Italy (from both the institutions and a large number of Italian citizens) makes the use of even stronger terms more appropriate. That is why, if we want to undertake the virtuous path of policies of emancipation and integration, we have to realise that these can only take place when the ideological, political and police persecution (aimed at driving the Roma from Italian territory) is stopped. A mass expulsion is underway. Or even mass eradication.

The figures and facts bear it out: 98% of Italian local authorities are carrying out a repression of the Roma people and camp clearances without providing any alternatives. In just two years in Italy, over 2,000 camp clearances have taken place, without the offer of any assistance for the homeless families evacuated from the settlements. The few remaining camps have been transformed into ghettos: with police surveillance, security cameras and constant checks.  They have been placed at the centre of slanderous campaigns and are considered by the Italians breeding-grounds of crime and violence.

Inside these settlements there is a lack of drinking water, electricity, sanitation and health support. Illnesses, infections, child mortality are daily events, while integration programmes are non-existent. Attacks on the camps are not rare, even with fire bombs. If it is true that in 2005 the European Union promoted the Decade of Roma Integration (which set down guidelines for an integration policy for the Roma) it is also true that Italy has totally ignored these projects, operating on a national and local level with the sole aim of repressing and driving the Roma community off Italian soil.

The persecution is systematic, carried out with a disproportionate use of the police force, Army, municipal police, police dog units, vehicles, and often even helicopters: a strategy used to give the Italian people the impression of coordinated security operations and not what it really is - the oppression of poor and desperate families with many children and sick members. At the same time, the Roma are being denied health care, even in the more serious cases. The Italian health service has decided not to replace the Stp cards (which today guarantee medical care only to non EU citizens) with another form of assistance that recognises all citizens of the Member States the right to health care. This means that the residence permit the hospitals ask for is only granted to those who have a fixed address, a condition the Roma are denied a priori due to the segregation they are forced to live in.

There are very few doctors and hospital structures prepared to accept patients of the Roma ethnic group and provide them with suitable treatment and health care, according to the humanitarian ethics of the Hippocratic Oath. A fine positive example of this is the San Salvatore Hospital in Pesaro, which our group presents as a model for a health service in line with a Europe of solidarity and hospitality. The social services, in Italy, apart from rare exceptions, refuse even to register desperate Roma families and individuals, putting it down to the fact that they don’t have a fixed address. No support is offered to invalids, seriously ill people, victims of discrimination and families living in hardship. The local authorities have not set up any integration and schooling projects, or programmes for inclusion into the workforce, because the orders are that the Roma community is to be evacuated from the places they have taken refuge in and driven out of the town, or even the region, when they cannot find the grounds for their expulsion from Italy. There are injunctions that invite the local people to report to the police even the presence of “nomads” on the city streets: “being a Roma” is equal to “being asocial”, therefore unwanted and driven away. The school system can obviously not follow the children who are being driven way from one place to the next, with their families, after camp clearances and evacuations. As for Roma citizens present in Italy for many years, we must also point out that there is difficulty and hostility on the part of the schools when it comes to treating the children equally.

The Roma people have no protection against the law and they are often sentenced without the right to a defence after summary trials: they find themselves in jail without ever having seen a lawyer or the magistrate who sent them down. What is more, in the last two years, national and local newspapers have published thousands of racially-biased articles, spreading lies, stereotypes and prejudice. If just one of these articles had involved a minority enjoying greater protection – the Jewish community, for example – the civilized world would have risen up against these episodes of racism and incitement to racial hatred. Radio and TV channels have behaved in the same fashion, playing on clichés and emphasising the anxiety-inducing and scandal-producing aspects of the reports.

From the pages of newspapers, the radio and TV screens, politicians and authorities justify the ethnic purges by repeating over and over the formula: “We are clearing the camps and abandoned buildings because we cannot allow Roma children to live in squalor among mice and rats. We are taking Roma children from their parents because we cannot allow them to be exploited for begging”. No space is given to the other side of the story, which reveals the harsh truth: the squalor and mice are caused by the racist policies themselves, as is the resort to begging, the last means of survival for men, women and children who have seen every right taken from them.

Before considering the opportunities for investing large sums of money set aside by the European Union in the realization of integration projects for the Roma people, it is necessary to stress that yes, it is a priority, but the resources would be wasted if we were not first to guarantee that the Roma community can move freely about Italy and have the opportunity to settle in cities and towns in order to carry out professional activities, live in dignified housing, bring their children up, educate them and send them to school. In the initial stage, of course, seeing they are a poor and discriminated against community, their appeals should be helped along and not hindered and this means that the cruel and hurried policy of camp clearances without offering an alternative must be replaced by socio-medical assistance and special programmes for inclusion into the workforce, schooling and housing. In the beginning it may seem like a colossal undertaking, but once the virtuous process is underway, it will be the Roma community itself – through the solidarity and commitment mechanism that characterizes other foreign communities – that will help its members to integrate.

Moreover, efficient and rational projects could be implemented in integration programmes in countries like Romania or Bulgaria, by operating in a positive way at the source and not only where the migratory flows end, flows that are at present blocked, having been replaced by a mass exodus.  Concerning this point, it is important to realise that the Roma people do not only live in camps, they wander about, fleeing from situations of poverty, in search of a place where they can stop and settle down. Politicians, local authorities and local people are troubled when they see them in parks, under bridges, sheltering in abandoned buildings or standing at traffic lights, on street corners, begging on the pavements. They don’t always realise that their life of hardship is not a life they have chosen, it is the result of poverty and marginalization. Camp clearances, police repression, physical violence, exclusion from society, hostility and prejudice (apart from the inhumane, unjust and immoral aspect of such actions) will not solve the so-called “Roma problem” - on the contrary, it will only make matters worse with repercussions for the European Union itself, as well as it being a huge waste of resources.

The initiative put forward by Roberto Maroni, the Interior Minister, to organize a headcount of the Roma people present in Italy (with or without the taking of fingerprints) has caused a stir throughout the world, seeing it is beyond doubt a measure based on reasons of ethnic origin and race.

Judging by the actual carrying out of the identification and registration process, it appears obvious that the procedure was merely a diversionary strategy. In fact, while the whole world was debating whether or not the headcount was ethical, the Italian institutions carried on their camp and settlement clearances undisturbed. They carried on taking Romanian Roma minors from their parents with no fixed abode, and continued the policies of police repression. All these operations aim to bring about the exodus of the Roma citizens who entered Italy after Romania became a member of the EU.

The census proved practically impossible seeing the so-called “illegal” settlements were cleared at an insane pace, scattering the Roma population far and wide. After the repressive measures, the number of Roma citizens has fallen drastically. If in 2006 there were about 160,000 people present in Italy, today the number has fallen to about 75,000, the majority of whom are Italian citizens and therefore cannot be expelled officially, or through oppressive means. EveryOne Group was the first to report these figures, which it was able to verify thanks to a network of activists and representatives of the Roma community who are in constant contact with the organization; and thanks to the efficiency and active presence in the camps of the “Coordinamento Nazionale Antidiscriminazione - Sa Phrala”, of which it is co-founder.

As for Roma citizens originating from Romania, if in 2006 there were 40,000 of them, after the exodus their numbers have now fallen to less than 5,000. Most of them have fled to Spain, France and Portugal, or they have returned to their homeland. As the Spanish newspaper “El Paìs correctly stated in an article written by Miguel Mora “Los Gitanos se esfuman de Italia” (11th September 2008), the numbers released by the Ministry of the Interior, by the politicians, mayors and local authorities do not correspond to the true figures of Roma citizens in Italy. The Mayor of Milan, Letizia Moratti, spoke of 25,000 Roma citizens in Milan, while only 1,500 were registered. Out of the 20,000 “gypsies” responsible for the alarm raised by Gianni Alemanno, the Mayor of Rome, only 2,200 individuals were registered (counting, as well as Roma citizens, homeless people from the Balkans belonging to various ethnic groups). Of the 10,000 Roma who supposedly live in Naples, only 1,200 were registered (again not all of them Roma citizens).

During the persecution (there is no other way to describe an ethnic purge made up of camp clearances, brutal methods, beatings, threats, insults, the removal of children from the parents, and arson attacks on camps, often with fatal consequences) the Roma population in Italy suffered many deaths, particularly those of small children, the elderly and the sick, and humanitarian disasters of all kinds. The resolutions of the European Parliament (urgently approved to indicate to Italy the way to respect the human rights of the Roma people); the warnings from the United Nations, Church and humanitarian associations; and the indignation of the rest of the world, have fallen on deaf ears, and to the present day no results have been achieved regarding the protection of the Roma people in Italy. That is why, until the phenomenon of anti-Gypsyism is tackled on both a national and international level with effective political, legal and civil means, the conditions will not be right for undertaking successful projects of integration.

Without a solid foundation it is impossible to construct a building capable of standing up to and defying the ill wind of intolerance. To prevent the racist policies underway in Italy seducing other countries, giving strength to nationalist, xenophobic and discriminatory groups, it is necessary that some universal laws, for democratic countries, are once more upheld. First of all, the law that forbids electoral campaigning based on prejudice and a hatred for ethnic minorities - otherwise this will give racist movements free rein, dusting off for the occasion the symbols of prejudice which

demonize a people. For example, the Reggiani case (where the alleged murderer is not a Roma at all, but a Romanian-German of the Bunjas ethnic group); the Ponticelli case (an attempted child kidnapping that never took place, as eye witnesses can confirm); the case of Boby (a Roma child,  accused of pickpocketing, who was stopped 46 times by the police, with a great echo in the media); and the Denise Pipitone case (The Procura of Marsala is in possession of a written confession signed by a witness that “clears” the Roma people, and lays the responsibility for the child’s disappearance on local townspeople).

We believe it is also necessary, to change the wording in some of the EU directives that lead to contradictions. In particular, it must be emphasized without a shadow of a doubt that Directive 2004/38/CE on the free movement of citizens of the Member States, foresees the expulsion of EU citizens only in individual cases and for serious reasons of public order, and that – as laid down in article 16 – citizens of a Member State in search of work are allowed to remain on EU territory. In order to rediscover the values of tolerance, which is the driving force of true progress, it would do us all good, citizens of the European Union, to look upon the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as the Pole Star of our civilization, starting with Article 1. All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

The Frame Charter of the Roma People of the European Union: legal recognition in order to co-ordinate the policies on Roma citizens in the European Union
Though initially intended for the European Union, this charter represents an important guide for all national and international institutions, and it is reproposed once more at a very decisive moment. We find ourselves right now at a critical stage of European procedure. There is at present a considerable awareness on the part of the European non-governmental organizations (The European Union, Council of Europe and the OSCE) of the need to take into serious consideration the appeals of the Roma people and to treat them appropriately. In this context, it is a contribution that emerged from the project for a Frame Charter for the Roma People of the European Union, drafted eight years ago thanks to a network of Roma and non-Roma activists. It was analysed by experts in international law and progressively updated. One of its focal points is the consideration of the Roma people as a segment of European reality and Roma individuals as active citizens, protagonists of this reality. Many of the points set out in the Frame Charter have already been implemented by various Member States. The aim of the Frame Charter, however, is to attribute a legal structure to these practices, in order to simplify the relations and interaction between the sides, reducing the risk of regression to previous conditions, less favourable towards the Roma, and to promote a sensible co-ordination of policies involving the Roma people of the EU.
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