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Preface

Even as the Romani communities of Central-Eastern-Southeastern Europe struggle with issues of discrimination, unemployment, housing and health problems, and violence, there has been an almost total silence within the community and from human rights organizations concerning Romani electoral representation.  The huge disparity between the large number of Roma and the paucity of their parliamentary representation should concern governments and Romani organizations through out the region. Their presence in significant numbers in the region's parliaments would undoubtedly help the Roma to command the attention that they need in trying to improve their lives.

Continuing its series of roundtables on electoral representation of the Roma, the Project on Ethnic Relations (PER) in cooperation with the Office of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and its Contact Point for Roma and Sinti Issues, held a meeting in Tirgu Mures, Romania on September 15-16, 2000 with Romani leaders from that country to discuss steps that might be taken to rectify this situation during the run-up to the November elections of that year.  The discussion focused on how to educate and inform Romani voters and to stimulate alliances among the Romani political parties themselves as well as between the Roma and mainstream parties in order to increase the parliamentary representation of the Roma.

The debate among the main Romani political parties/associations showed an increased awareness of the consequences of the elections for the Romani community.  The pragmatism that characterized the discussions suggested that the Romani leaders in Romania are beginning to discern how to promote the interests of their communities.

However, these aspirations received little support in the media coverage that followed the meeting. As a result, Roma leaders asked PER to follow up the Tirgu Mures seminar with one where they could meet and discuss with journalists from the mainstream printed and electronic media. This second seminar took place in Predeal, Romania on October 26-28.  There was a very open discussion on how the media perceived the efforts of Romani leaders to create an alliance that would help them to reach the five percent threshold required to enter Parliament.

In the end, the Romani leaders decided not to run a Romani ticket but to ally with the front-running party, the PDSR, on the strength of that party's promises to help the Roma.  (The Roma of Romania ended up with two representatives in parliament, one at the Presidency, one in the government office that deals with minority and thus also with Romani issues, and a considerable number of local representatives.)

 

The two reports that follow (the first on Roma and Elections, and the second on Media and the Roma) were prepared by Dan Pavel, Director of PER Bucharest.  The participants have not had a chance to review the text, for which PER assumes full responsibility.

Livia Plaks, Executive Director

Princeton, New Jersey

March, 2001

Roma in the Electoral Campaign in Romania

September 15-16, 2000, Tirgu Mures, Romania

Introduction

The responsibility of civic activists, politicians, and the media is often emphasized in discussions about the electoral participation of the Roma in Central and Eastern Europe.  In comparison with the first romantic years after the collapse of totalitarian and post-totalitarian Communism, the electoral participation of the general population has declined in each and every country in the region.  But the participation of the Roma has never been notable or sufficient, even in periods of intense political involvement.  Faced with poverty, unemployment, and discrimination, Romani minorities all over Europe have to defend themselves with the political tools of the majorities from the countries in which they live.1
The Project on Ethnic Relations (PER) has been engaged for a decade in the efforts to help minorities, and in particular the Roma, to overcome the multiple difficulties they face in several countries.  In Romania, since 1991, PER has been involved in several projects, some of which need permanent attention and innovative approaches.  This has been the case with the seminar organized in Tirgu Mures.

The executive director of PER opened the seminar.  She addressed the issue of the relationship between Romani communities and governments from the region.  A common feature of these relationships is the anomaly of underrepresentation of the Roma in the parliaments of the countries in which they live.  Any defender of democracy, she stated, has to uncover the causes of such a disparity between the number of Roma and their parliamentary representation.  

The chair of the PER Romani Advisory Council outlined the situation of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe, insisting on the participation of the Roma in elections and on parliamentary representation.  Having even one representative in parliament can make a big difference. But the demographic factor is not always translated into political representation, despite the existence of an important potential, and the situation could vary greatly over time.  Immediately after 1989, ten parliamentarians represented Romani communities all over the region.  Ten years later, the number declined.  Only in Romania, Macedonia, the Czech Republic, and Bulgaria is there at least one Romani representative in each national parliament. 

The speaker continued that obtaining political leadership is a long-term objective.  It is important for Romani communities to extend and improve their own intellectual, political, and economic elite in order to improve their emancipation efforts.  The elite has to regain the trust of its own community.  The current situation of Roma in Europe is improving—it is a good time to have more Romani activists and representatives visible in politics.  International organizations monitor the situation of the Roma in different countries.  For Romania and others, improving the situation of the Roma is a political criterion for European integration, as mentioned in the Agenda 2000 of the European Commission.  But the main difficulty, stated the speaker, is to overcome the factionalism and fragmentation of Romani leadership.

The Romani leaders intervened in these discussions, but at the beginning it seemed that their quarrels simply confirmed the observations about factionalism and leadership.  With only two days before the seminar, the press published a declaration of “the International King of Roma” that the representative of Roma in the Romanian parliament should enter the electoral race for the presidency of that country.  Actually, the King declared something else.  He said that it would be in the interest of Romani organizations to propose their own candidate for the presidency, like the Hungarians did.  This is a question of visibility.  Maybe it is not yet the time for such a candidate, but that time will come.  It is known that the most important Romani organization, the Roma Party (RP),2 signed in 1999 an electoral protocol with the Party of Social Democracy in Romania (PDSR).3  The essence of the agreement was to support the presidential candidacy of Ion Iliescu and the PDSR in parliamentary elections.  But the other Romani organizations tried to make their own electoral game, with other parties and candidates or even with the same PDSR and Iliescu.  To propose Madalin Voicu (the Romani representative in the House of Deputies) as a presidential candidate was ironic because he had already joined the party of Iliescu, but it was, at the same time, a warning concerning the fact that the Roma Party supported somebody outside the community.  For the Roma Party, such a proposal could damage relations with the PDSR because the idea of support for another candidate would break the agreement in favor of Iliescu.  Many times during the seminar, these polemics became central.    

Trying to bring the seminar back to its agenda, the moderator invited speakers to approach the subject of participation of the Roma in elections.  For years, the main preoccupation of Romani leaders was to bring members of their communities to the polls.  This remains a problem because many citizens still do not exercise their right to vote or, when they do vote, make technical mistakes.  Some of them go to vote, but when it comes to casting votes, many of them are lost because of misunderstandings related to how to apply the voting stamp.  This was why, on the first evening of the seminar, the Tirgu Mures office of the Project on Ethnic Relations organized a popular show with an amateur Romani theater group at the Palace of Culture.  The subject of the popular play was related to convincing people to vote.  It was a real public success, attended by many Roma and other people from “judetul”4 Mures, with a mock vote and prizes.  After Tirgu Mures, this show was repeated in other towns in Transylvania.

But some seminar participants warned the officials and the media that there are many Romani individuals who are not even citizens and who therefore cannot vote. This is because in many communities, many Roma do not have official identities, recognized by birth certificates or identity cards.  For them, nothing is available in a normal way.  This, declared the participants, is an open challenge for Romani associations and for the authorities: how does one correct such a situation, especially when bureaucratic procedures are not encouraging for would-be citizens? 

Institution Building and the Political Participation of Romani Organizations

As one speaker outlined, three general elections for parliament and the presidency demonstrated the limitations of the approach of concentrating only on the electoral participation of the Roma.  Bringing people to vote is important, but it is not enough.  Politicians and parties are interested in obtaining votes from members of the Romani community, but after elections they tend to forget what they promised.  In Romania, after 1989, different parties in power tried to do something for minorities, in particular for the Roma.  Since then, continued the speaker, some of the critics of governmental policies have affirmed that nothing has been done for minorities, and in particular for the Romani minority.  But such a totally negative approach has to be measured against facts, countered one of the officials at the seminar.  Before 1996, the Council for National Minorities was founded and measures were taken at the Ministry of Interior in order to prevent violence (of the Romanian majority and the Hungarian minority) against the Roma. The result of these activities was the creation of a department in charge of the prevention of violence.  PER had an important role to play in these events.

After 1996, the political situation changed dramatically in what concerns ethnic minorities because for the first time in Romania and in the former Communist countries, an ethnic party entered into a parliamentary and governmental coalition.  The Hungarian Democratic Union of Romania, or the UDMR, was this party.  With the UDMR in power, after intense negotiations, the other political actors agreed to accept the creation of the Department for the Protection of National Minorities (DPMN), which included the Office for the Protection of Roma (later renamed the Office for Roma).  Because the European Commission officially announced several substantive financial programs for the Roma, it was a critical initiative for the DPMN to organize together with other ministries an interdepartmental working group for national minorities, with a subgroup for Roma.  Such a group was in charge of designing and writing a national strategy for the Roma in order to channel financial assistance toward useful programs.  At the beginning, Romanian authorities resisted the idea of accepting Romani experts and civic activists as partners in their official effort to do something for the Roma.  As some of the participants reminded the audience, that barrier of communication and negotiation was removed only after the Project on Ethnic Relations organized in January 1999 in Predeal, Romania, a working seminar with governmental officials and Romani activists.  From that moment on, it was agreed to accept Romani activists as natural partners in developing a national strategy for Roma.  But despite the contribution of activists, Romania is the only former Communist country without a written national strategy for Roma.  This was due, in part, to the passive mentality of the government. While the Romani community was in urgent need of help, nobody engaged in designing a strategy that met that need of urgency.  Such a lack of political will explains the failure of other reform programs in Romania.  As several Romani activists outlined, the minister from the DPMN promoted insistently in the cabinet an urgency ordinance concerning all antidiscrimination acts.  After its publication in Monitorul Oficial (Official Monitor), the Antidiscrimination Law became effective on November 1, 2000.

One of the topics on the agenda of the seminar concerned the consequences of elections for the Romani community.  Several Romani speakers insisted on institution building issues, on representing the interests of Roma in Parliament, and on legislative and administrative initiatives.  Regardless of who will be the winner in the next elections, the interest of the community must prevail, several Romani activists agreed.  A leader of the Roma Party (RP) revealed some of the main points of the protocol with the PDSR.  He was warned that an alliance with the PDSR is not necessarily the best solution for Roma.  For that reason, he explained the motivations for such an electoral protocol.  He insisted the entire time on rational choice actions.  The PDSR is the only Romanian party that answered, in several ways, the needs of the Romani community.  After the coalition of democratic forces came to power, Romani organizations expected sufficient measures to be taken.  It is true that some accomplishments came after 1996, but they were far too few, in comparison with the miserable life of numerous Romani groups.  In principle, the current leading parliamentary and governmental coalition agreed to help solve the problems.  But none of the Romanian parties and politicians really meant it.  For them, solving the problems of Roma was a response to the requirements of the European Commission’s Agenda 2000. They promised a lot of things and never kept their promises.  For example, President Emil Constantinescu promised in 1998 to nominate a Romani activist as presidential special advisor for the Romani community; however, nothing happened.  The PDSR firmly engaged to take several measures. The other parties agreed in one way or another to take responsibility for the problems of the Hungarians, but they do not pay enough attention to the Romani minority.  For instance, a member of the Christian Democratic National Peasant Party (PNTCD) initiated in Parliament a law concerning property restitution in agriculture.  When he was asked why the law failed to provide Romani rural communities with land, even if they had no such properties before Communism, he replied that nobody saw “Gypsies” working the land.

The Roma Party’s negotiations with the PDSR included the position of a deputy minister in the DPMN in charge of the Office for Roma.  Such a position would be attributed to the RP. The negotiations also included an important institutional change.  The idea, said the leader, is to transform the Department for the Protection of National Minorities into a Ministry for the Protection of National Minorities.  The DPMN would have one minister and two state secretaries, one in charge of Romani affairs.  Another position would be that of a special presidential advisor for Roma.  The inclusion of Voicu in the lists of the PDSR was another part of the agreement.  If the PDSR will be the main party of a future coalition, the DPMN would be restructured.5  The leaders of the RP said that they insisted earlier that the Office for Roma become a directorate, with several administrative components (judicial, international, and financial).  From a tiny governmental body with only three functionaries, the Office for Roma would be enlarged.  It would also have regional components in close relations with local Romani organizations.  The RP solicited that everywhere the PDSR gains important positions in local elections, one or two Romani experts would be hired in each and every mayorship or council in order to take care of local Romani communities.

As one of the leaders of the RP explained, another part of the negotiations with the PDSR concerned positions in the Ministry of Interior (an undersecretary of state, a director, and several advisors) as a direct contribution to the efforts of authorities to deal with the problem of crime prevention.  An important presence of Romani experts would be in the “prefecturi”6 and also in the Ministry of Culture.  Many other positions would be negotiated after the elections, once the results are clear.  The idea was to encourage a serious contribution by the Romani organizations to all the official efforts for solving concrete, particular problems.  The speaker insisted on the fact that what is important is the principle of negotiation and the openness of the counterpart, not every detail.  Details will be clarified after the elections.

An important UDMR leader expressed serious doubts about the tactic of transforming the Roma Party into an “annex” of the PDSR.  According to the official, it is not a wise and pragmatic decision to become an electoral and political extension of a party that in the past gave innumerable examples of its nondemocratic attitude, showing that it was obsessed only with power.  The Roma Party and the other important Romani organizations, he said, should reflect on the political experience of the UDMR.  This organization, representing the interests of Hungarians in Romania, always had but one priority, to promote in Romanian political life the interests of their community.  With such a reference in mind, it is easier, according to the leader, to judge in different contexts who is the best ally.  The UDMR is preoccupied in its electoral program with the problems of Roma, assigning them their own special chapter.  But there is no reciprocity between the UDMR and the Roma Party because the Romani representative in Parliament systematically attacked the Hungarian organization.  Those attacks were very similar in rhetoric and in substance to the attack by a radical extremist party, the Greater Romania Party, and its leader, Senator Corneliu Vadim Tudor.

The leaders of the Roma Party recognized the moral failure of a discourse promoted by a Romani parliamentarian against the UDMR.  It is not wise for one minority to fight against another minority.  The Roma Party leaders drastically changed their strategy.  In their negotiations with the PDSR, they underlined the need for the head of the new Ministry for the Protection of National Minorities to be a Hungarian, a UDMR leader.  The explanation for this turnabout comes from the reality of the impact of the Hungarian organization on Romanian political life.  The UDMR has parliamentary groups in the Senate and the House of Deputies.  Its political experience in the last four years demonstrated its extraordinary ability in promoting an agenda that was rejected before by Romanian politicians.  The UDMR acted also on the behalf of other minorities, despite previous accusations of taking only Hungarian-centered political action.  Lately, Hungarian and Romani leaders have had several meetings and have demonstrated that there is a lot of good will on both parts.  For those reasons and others, the Roma Party insisted that the PDSR keep the UDMR in a possible future coalition. In the future, the RP intends to work more seriously with the UDMR on substantive issues, including the founding of a Congress of National Minorities.

A Serious Romani Political Project

As the moderator stressed, the question of a possible governmental and parliamentary coalition with the UDMR after the November 2000 elections is critical.  It is a question that attracts immense attention not only in Bucharest, Transylvania, and Budapest, but also in the European capitals and in Washington, D.C.  It was decided that it should be discussed seriously after the first round of elections, when the results will be clear and negotiations could be real.  The moderator insisted on the parallel between the activity of the UDMR and that of the Romani organizations.  If the UDMR is such a force in Romanian politics, what kinds of challenges obstruct Romani leaders from designing and realizing a similar political approach?  Because most of the relevant Romani leaders from Romania were gathered at the same table, it was the moment to address this question in earnest.

Romani leaders responded in a very constructive manner.  One of them said that only personal ambitions could obstruct such a political project.  Another insisted on the fact that there is enough time for the Romani organizations to register at the Central Electoral Bureau in Bucharest with a unique electoral list.  The only problem would  be negotiating in a fair manner places on the list for all the organizations.  He said that it doesn't matter what kind of electoral banner would be used, as long as the interests of the major Romani organizations are common.  In previous elections, several electoral logos appeared on the electoral vote bulletins, and Romani electors got confused.  Many votes were lost because some people put their stamp on several banners.  Because the Roma Party is better known, for these elections all organizations should go under its name and banner.  Another leader asked the Roma Party about concrete procedures—should the other organizations simply support the RP and then share places in the administration?  Or should they also put candidates on the lists of the RP?  The answer was quick: all the organizations should be present on the common lists, in accordance with their results in the last general elections or in the local elections.   

After a long and intense debate, all Romani leaders favored a constructive approach.  The idea was to participate together in the elections in order to pass the electoral threshold (5 percent, according to the new electoral legislation) and to have parliamentary groups in both houses, or at least in the House of Deputies.  This could be the only way of becoming a relevant political force in Romania, capable of entering into ruling coalitions or of exercising a constructive opposition.  No one Romanian political party can better represent the interests of the Romani community than a Romani political party or an organization similar to the UDMR.  In order to enter into the parliament, a united Romani organization needs 500,000 votes (or just 350,000 votes if participation is lower).  The leaders agreed to meet that same evening and sign a declaration of principles concerning the common list, the conditions for future negotiations, and a calendar of common actions. To arrange for a civic and politically common Romani organization capable of putting candidates into office across the country was not the intention of the seminar.  However all the participants agreed that this unexpected outcome could be a historical shift in the activity of Romani organizations, with important consequences for the future.

Journalists from the local press in Tirgu Mures and correspondents for the national media (television, radio, and newspapers) attended the debates, but the next day they published incredibly distorted articles.  Nobody paid attention to the historical agreements.  Instead, they chose to write about “The First Romani Prime Minister.”  This was a cheap joke, based on the negotiations of the Roma Party with the PDSR regarding a second position (as state secretary) at the DPMN.  A state secretary is not even a full minister; only by extension do some people use the term “minister” for such a position.  From here to the position of prime minister is a great distance and distortion.  In order to avoid such future misunderstandings, Romani leaders asked for help from the Project on Ethnic Relations in organizing a seminar before or during the electoral campaign on the media’s impact on the participation of Romani organizations in elections.7 

The Profile of the Romani Candidate: The Message for Romani Communities

Participants listened with great interest to the presentation of a civic activist from Cluj about the profile of the Romani candidate, and they were asked to answer some questions.  A great deal of attention was also paid to the electoral message for the Romani community and for the larger community.  It was a standard presentation, but for some of the participants it proved extremely useful because they were never exposed to such information presented in such an organized and articulate manner.  The debate became passionate when Romani leaders started with concrete examples related to the life of the people.  As one of the participants stressed, for Romani individuals and the Roma as a whole it is impossible to understand the normal concepts of politics and policy.  For them, those concepts have to be reinvented.  They have to be reinvented by the Roma, for the Roma.  The reply of Romanian and Hungarian politicians was that once Romani organizations decide to cooperate together in elections, there will be no such thing as an impossibility of understanding normal political concepts.  Only if the Romani leaders fail in their effort to realize electoral and political unity for their community will that statement be true.  The politicians continued that, in order for the Roma to understand these concepts, first of all, the leaders themselves have to understand them.  An expert from an international organization went on to explain the pragmatic reasons for Romani unity: only if there is an important Romani political organization or party will the Romanian government and the international organizations (including the European Union) consider Roma as a partner.

The Role of Romani Activists

A civic activist from the Romani Center for Social Intervention and Studies (CRISS) explained how difficult and rewarding is the effort to help Roma without identity papers to obtain them.  He insisted on using several case studies in order to highlight the important role of dedicated Romani activists, especially those from the younger generation who succeeded in educating themselves and who are involved in the activity of nongovernmental organizations.  They understand not only the traditional ways of life or the specific problems of urbanized communities, but also the standards of modern politics and society.  They are valuable intermediators.

Here started a polemic.  One of the Romani leaders denied the statement related to the younger generation.  His thesis was that young people are not listened to by Romani communities, where there is great respect for old and experienced traditional men.  They are welcome, but they should not cross certain community lines, borders, or taboos.  Other participants stressed that both the older and younger generations play a role in the common cause of the Romani community.  

Press Strategies in Electoral Campaigns

An experienced journalist from Tirgu Mures gave a provocative presentation on press strategies in electoral campaigns.  Many Romani leaders and organizations had ignored simple rules and procedures for the transmission of messages in the media.  The presentation and the debates that followed concentrated also on how to realize an electoral strategy for the press, how to write a press communiqué, and how to organize a press conference.  At the end of the seminar, a press conference was organized, and the Romani leaders used the lessons from the seminar.  The surprise the next day was to see that the media ignored both the decision of the Romani organizations to cooperate together in elections and the valuable exchange of ideas, proposals, and strategies related to electoral campaigns and political representation.

As a prominent Romani leader stressed, the press campaign against the Romani community has produced tremendous damage.  It also has had a boomerang effect.  After the Romanian media insisted on the negative characters of Roma (as supposedly involved in theft, “Gypsy organized crime” and “Mafia,” prostitution, soliciting, and so on), the stereotype was created in Western Europe.  Because of the excessive negative propaganda against Roma, Romanians do not receive visas to many western countries.  After so many years of freedom and the promise to respect the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, especially the part regarding the right to travel, not only Romania is in a bad situation.  Western Europe uses double standards, the leader stated, but it is not difficult to see why there are serious doubts and hesitations concerning the right to travel of the citizens of Romania, other former Communist countries, and poor countries from other continents.  The media has influenced public opinion in such a manner that some recent opinion polls demonstrated that resentment against the Roma by the rest of the population (Romanians, Hungarians, and others) is high, at 87 percent.  It is no wonder—the press has presented only the negative side of the Romani community’s life.

An international expert on Romani problems warned the participants not to fight with the media but to find intelligent and constructive tactics to use in order to improve their relationships with those who influence public opinion.  It would be important, for example, to write articles in response to the unfair journalism of inaccurate reports or prejudiced opinion pieces.

Conclusions

As the executive director of PER concluded at the end of the seminar, the intention of the Project on Ethnic Relations was to create a space for open dialogue.  The participants demonstrated their political maturity and their willingness to take concrete political action for the Romani community. She invited Romani leaders and the media to a common seminar dedicated to an open debate on electoral and political matters.  It is time, she stated, for a more balanced image of Roma in the media, but also for another approach by Romani leaders in their relationship with the press.

Notes
1  The Roma have problems not only in Central and Eastern Europe, in the former Communist countries, but also in Western Europe, in former and present liberal democracies.  Confronted with massive immigration waves, Westerners tried to send “Gypsies” back to the countries where they came from, even if they confronted discrimination there.  There is an ongoing debate about the issue of discrimination—if it is a marginal or a dominant attitude—and the reasons for Romani immigration (political or economic), and this makes the difference between granting or not granting asylum.  In the last years, the EU and the Council of Europe started several projects for the Roma in Central and Eastern Europe in order to keep them away from the West.  In this way, they are condemned to live in conditions of poverty, in relative discrimination, and in a growing gap between this minority and the majorities in the countries where they live.

2 The Roma Party competed with the other Romani organizations in the November 1996 elections and won.  Its representative, Madalin Voicu, is a member of the House of Deputies for the party.  In a surprising move, he also became a member of the PDSR and will be their candidate in the next elections.  In this way, the Roma Party can have a second member of Parliament representing the interests of the Roma.

3 The PDSR is the most important opposition party in the Romanian parliament.  It is one of the two factions that came out of the split of the National Salvation Front, which ruled Romania when the Communist regime collapsed on December 22, 1989.  

4 “Judetul” = county.

5 Such a political calculus was based on opinion polls in the last year and a half that indicated that the PDSR will take between 35 percent and 50 percent of the votes in November 2000.

6 “Prefectul” (prefect in English) is the governmental representative in a “judet,” or county.  The official is not elected but nominated.

7 See the postscript on the Predeal seminar.
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The Media’s Impact on the Participation of Romani Organizations in Parliamentary Elections

October 26-28, 2000, Predeal, Romania

The seminar in Predeal was a direct follow-up to the seminar organized by the Project on Ethnic Relations in Tirgu Mures a month earlier and an indirect follow-up to several other seminars organized in the last few years on the relationship between Roma and the media.  This seminar was supposed to debate how the media perceived the intention of Romani leaders to come together to form a single electoral list and to realize the 5 percent threshold in order to enter Parliament and have parliamentary groups.  This was the agreement in Tirgu Mures, but it was not respected for several reasons.  As in Tirgu Mures, the electoral and political reality forced the participants to accept a slightly different agenda than the one proposed at the beginning.  For journalists, the debate between Romani leaders was an occasion to hear directly from the source credible information about their political preoccupations, motivations, and actions.  

For years, Romani civic leaders complained about unfair and discriminatory media coverage and commentary.  They blamed this on a lack of professionalism in the case of some journalists.  Another reason, stated one of the participants, was that Romani organizations do not have enough financial support in order to obtain fair coverage from the media.  Not one Romani organization has a television channel as a direct supporter like Romanian political parties do.  And then there is the widespread bad will, a visible partisanship, on the part of journalists when it comes to reporting on Roma.  When Romani leaders raised this problem at the seminar, journalists answered that some of the blame should also be put on Romani leaders.  As one journalist stressed, after the seminar in Tirgu Mures, when an agreement was signed between the leaders of the four most notable Romani organizations, nobody respected that particular agreement.  For journalists, it would have been important to report on the participation in a common list, but this never happened.  Instead, Romani organizations registered at the Central Electoral Bureau (BEC) with four separate lists and separate electoral banners.  The leaders should not feel offended, claimed the journalists, if the media pays a lot of attention to such a failure, since the leaders did not care much about a supposedly unitary electoral and political plan.  Then, journalists wanted to find out from Romani leaders why they failed to realize such a plan.  As in Tirgu Mures, the interest of the participants or the concrete situation imposed another direction on the discussion than that which was on the agenda.  

At this, one Romani political leader explained the reasons for keeping the doors open in the relationship with the PDSR and not following through with the unitary electoral plan.8  The alliance with the party of Ion Iliescu was considered a realistic option, in comparison with the premature electoral adventure of Romani organizations struggling to obtain the 5 percent electoral threshold that gives any party the possibility of entering Parliament.  The time has not come yet for the Romani minority to form a political organization (or party) powerful enough to compete and succeed in elections.  Factionalism and internal organizational warfare could not be overcome, even if the long-term interest was clear.  Those statements were confirmed during the seminar, when the leaders of the Community for Ethnic Roma (CER) announced that they had already negotiated their support for the candidate of the National Liberal Party (PNL), Theodor Stolojan. 

At this point in the discussion, the leader of the Christian Center for Roma (CCR) explained why he put his own separate electoral lists and banners in twenty counties.  For him, the existence of just one Romani organization, in particular the Roma Party, would pave the way for a totalitarian party.  From his personal point of view, any discussion with any presidential candidate would be useless.  The only valuable partner is and remains the Council of Europe.  The fact that an international body is seriously preoccupied with the situation of Roma in a country like Romania is the best guarantee against possible abuses of any future election outcome.  The leaders of the fourth most important Romani organization, the AUR (the Alliance for the Unity of Roma), announced in Predeal that they would support the Roma Party for the House of Deputies, the PDSR for the Senate, and Ion Iliescu for the presidency.  Such a particular electoral strategy coincided with that of the Roma Party.  What the journalists learned at the end of this long debate was that out of the four electoral lists and banners, only two will be effective (the Roma Party in all counties and the Christian Center for Roma in twenty counties).  The others will support the PDSR (and hence the Roma Party).

Another important part of the seminar was the discussion on how the media covers the problems of the Romani minority in general and their political activity in particular.  A young civic activist presented in detail some significant aspects of the everyday life of the Romani community.  Some of them sounded familiar, most of them not, but the clear presentation of the global picture of misery, poverty, unemployment, discrimination, violence, and lack of access to education impressed the audience.  It was agreed that the media disregarded the seriousness of the situation and should pay more attention before it is too late.  One of the participants noted that there are already some signs of improvement in the coverage of Roma in the media.  In this respect, the local media has changed in the last few years.  It has become more accurate in comparison with the national media, more preoccupied with the real problems and the positive aspects of Romani community life.  

The participants debated with great interest the topic of Romani politicians and activists as promoters of the interests of their own community in the media.  Related to this was another subject, concerning the strategy of developing a closer relationship with the media.  Like never before in such seminars, Romani leaders and journalists worked together in order to find out some of the best ways and channels of communication.  A trainer from the Center for Independent Journalism explained in detail the program of journalistic training for young Roma.  As an ethnic Hungarian journalist explained using his own experience, the presence of Hungarian journalists in the Romanian media had an important role in changing perceptions and mentalities.  The presence of Romani journalists in the media and their coexistence with others are important to changing that part of the public misunderstanding that comes from the press.  Another initiative came from the Press Contact Unit, set up by the Romani Center for Social Intervention and Studies (CRISS) with help and support from PER.  The objective presentation of facts, including positive and negative aspects of the Romani community, but mostly those positive aspects disregarded by the media, was the purpose of this effort. 

The last part of the seminar was dedicated to the debate on the relationships between Romani politicians and Romanian and Hungarian parties, and their coverage in the media.  After they praised Iliescu and the PDSR, Romani leaders recognized that their relationships with the other Romanian politicians and parties are no less important.  Such a change in attitude came when the Roma Party tried to normalize relationships with the UDMR (the Hungarian party).  Romani leaders complained about the reactions of Romanian politicians in specific situations, especially when it came to voting on certain legislative initiatives.  For example, when the bill on land property restitution was discussed, its initiators objected to any proposal concerning giving some land to the Romani community or individuals.  When they were asked if anybody had ever negotiated or lobbied in favor of such an initiative, the answer was no.  Romani leaders recognized that they did not realize how important it was to have such an initiative.  They accepted the suggestion of journalists that in order to accomplish something for the Romani community it is mandatory to engage in direct contacts and negotiations and to lobby with all significant, rational political actors.  Only in this way was it possible to obtain from the minister in charge of the Department for the Protection of National Minorities his initiative on the Antidiscrimination Law. 

One of the most important conclusions reached during the seminar was that the Romani community has new friends in the media or at least professional journalists ready to overcome their prejudices and to improve media standards.  

Notes

8 The PDSR is the main opposition party and is expected to win the November 2000 elections.
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