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Seven years before the bodies washed ashore on the Mediterranean coast revealed to the 

world the catastrophic proportions of the so-called refugee crisis, a similar image had become 

the symbol of another movement of people towards Western Europe. In the summer of 2008, 

media across the world released an image of two drowned Eastern European Roma girls lying 

on a beach in Naples covered by towels. Meanwhile, beachgoers seemed to continue their 

activities undisturbed (McDougall 2008). Allegedly, the two girls had come to the beach to 

beg, ventured in the water, and drowned. The tragedy of the two children and the bystanders’ 

seeming indifference brought to the public attention the Roma ethnics as a distinct category 

within European borders and the precarious situation of much of the Roma in general. The 

tragic event has been often referred to by authors that have covered Europe’s Roma since 

2008 such as, for example, Pușcă (2010). The undisturbed beachgoers seem to impersonate 

the epitome for Zygmunt Bauman’s category of people content with their situation and 

unwilling to burden themselves with the bad news the migrants might bring onto their 

doorsteps from what seemed, despite its geographical proximity, “a far corner of the world” 

(Bauman 2016). 

One can quickly notice the recurrence of similar tragic events in Italy alone: in 2010 

in Milan, a 13-year-old Roma boy died when the makeshift shack he was living in caught fire 

(Corriere della Sera 2010), in 2011, four Roma children from Eastern Europe died in a fire 

in an improvised shelter in Rome (La Repubblica 2011), in 2017 three Eastern European 

Roma sisters aged 20, 8, and 4 were killed in a fire in an improvised shelter in Rome (La 

Repubblica 2017). Alongside these tragedies, the media has been covering extensively 

reactions towards the presence in Western European countries of the Eastern European Roma 

that made a living on the streets. In 2008, the Italian government went as far as to declare a 

state of emergency due to a “nomad menace” and planned a census including compulsory 

fingerprinting of informal settlements inhabitants. Campaigns of clearing the so-called camps 

took place in 2008, but as well in 2014 and 2018. In 2010, the French government gave 

instructions for the local authorities to evacuate informal camps and prioritized the eviction 

of those of the Roma migrants (Ministre De l’Ímmigration 2010). The Eastern European 

Roma that begged on the streets of Helsinki held the first page in Finland at least until the 

clearance of the Kalasatama camp in 2011 and the subsequent de facto several years ban on 

informal settlements. Eastern European beggars on the streets and the appearance of informal 
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shelters in the forests around cities spurred a debate about the banning of begging in Sweden 

(EUobserver 2016).  

As exemplified above, the topic of the Eastern European Roma living in Western 

Europe has received much attention, at least since the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to 

the European Union (EU). Furthermore, this has been the case also within academia. Yildiz 

and De Genova (2017) make a comprehensive census of the complexity of the situation of 

the Eastern European Roma in Western Europe; complexity which is also reflected in the 

existing research. The treatment of the Eastern European Roma has been considered 

significant by scholars such as Çağlar and Mehling (2009) and Guild and Carrera (2013) for 

the study of the European Union freedom of movement, and of the right to residence in other 

EU Member States and of EU citizenship. Moreover, the mobility of Eastern European Roma 

came under scrutiny in relation to aspects of European-ness (De Genova, 2016) and 

belonging (McGarry 2017). In their turn, these concepts have been associated with debates 

over the resurgence of racism, of the essentialization of Roma singularity (van Baar 2012; 

Fekete 2014; Kóczé 2017), and of the fetishization of Roma “difference” (Pușcă 2010), most 

notably interpreted as “intrinsic nomadism” in the context of migration (van Baar 2011a; 

Hepworth 2012, 2014, 2015; De Genova 2018). In addition, when inquiring at the place of 

origin about the European movement of the Eastern European Roma, one has to consider the 

neoliberal capitalist and neo-nationalist transitions out of which minority Roma communities 

emerged in a deprived position (Yildiz and De Genova 2018).  

The receiving authorities’ response to the free movement of the Eastern European 

Roma has been approached by employing theories of policing of people’s movement in a 

globalized world (Bauman 2016). Under this framing, scholars have been questioning the 

policies targeting the Eastern European Roma as attempts by the EU Member States to 

discern between desired and undesired mobilities and to render irregular and deportable those 

people who fall in the latter category. A further explanation of how the transnational mobility 

of people of a specific level of destitution and/or of ethnic background is managed as a threat 

has been supported by an interrelated and rather complex conceptual toolkit. The toolkit 

includes concepts of criminalization and securitization (Bărbulescu 2012; Nacu 2012; van 

Baar 2014) as well as welfare protectionism and ghettoization (Picker 2012; van Baar 2012; 

Davies 2016; Vrăbiescu and Kalir 2017).  



Introduction 

 

17 

The concept of securitization of the Roma population alone is one with many facets. 

According to a more recent definition provided by van Baar, Ivasiuc, and Kreide (2019), 

securitization concerns the practices that frame the Roma population as a matter of security, 

the users of the practices, and the consequences they bring upon. According to the three 

authors, the study of securitization should not limit itself to the application of coercive 

governmental methods and political speech. A broader approach regards securitization of the 

Roma as a more diffuse process enacted across multiple societal sites: from national borders 

to national social policies, but also regional and local policies, as well as in the media and on 

online social networks, and in the practices through which cohesion is achieved (van Baar, 

Ivasiuc, Kreide 2019). 

Though not proposing itself to be a securitization study, the current thesis concerns 

foremost the actions for repealing the alleged threat Eastern European Roma EU citizens 

pose, as well as the representation of these actions in public discourse. The thesis identifies 

the so-called Roma camps as the site in focus. The concept of camp has polyvalent theoretical 

framings. Maestri and Hughes (2017) cluster on one side Foucauldian interpretations 

focusing on technologies of discipline and security and an Agamben-inspired framing of the 

“Roma camps” as spaces of exception. On the other side, the camp dwellers’ tenacity in the 

face of evacuations is to be considered as a form of agency that underpins interpretations of 

the camp as a political space. In the current study, the agency of free-moving Roma EU 

citizens is approached by employing the concept of cosmopolitanism from below. Grounded 

in struggles and contestation (Ingram 2016), cosmopolitanism from below is an expression 

of inclusive universalism that connects different places or geographies and enables relations 

that go beyond national borders and the interests of nation-states (Featherstone, 2012). 

Likely also due to their richness, the diverse perspectives on Roma EU mobility 

have tended to cluster according to academic fields, groups, and territories and, as also 

supported by authors such as Piemontese and Magazzini (2019), have until now tended to 

remain isolated from each other. This research project aims to discern through and, at the 

same time, to bridge between the complexity of perspectives upon the EU free movement of 

the Eastern European Roma. The overarching scope of the research is to investigate whether, 

for some of the EU nationals exercising their right to free movement, the human rights 

principles of the EU prove insufficient protection against discrimination and violence. The 

first paragraphs in this section have given examples of Eastern European citizens of Roma 
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ethnicity coming to Western Europe to live in such precarious conditions that sometimes 

prove fatal, and, on the other hand, the measures of eviction taken by the receiving country’s 

authorities towards this population. The implications of the later upon the human rights 

principles underpinning EU citizenship and EU free movement are problematic and make the 

object of the following sections. 

The legal foundations and the contingencies of the EU 

citizenship 

The chapters rely to a great extent on the juridical notion of European Union citizenship. 

Despite the seemingly complicated situation of the citizens from Eastern European Member 

States who are living and/or working on the streets of Western European cities, their legal 

status is a rather straightforward one. These people acquired EU citizenship the moment their 

country joined the Union. Essential for this thesis’ scope is the relation between EU 

citizenship and the rights it is based upon.  

The Treaty of Maastricht states in Article 8 that “every person holding the 

nationality of a Member State shall be a citizen of the Union” and adds in this way a 

complementary layer to the national citizenships of Member States with EU citizenship. On 

the one side, EU citizenship implies a direct link between the EU citizen and the EU 

institutions, most importantly through the right to vote for members of the European 

Parliament. On the other side, when they use the right to freely move throughout the Union, 

EU citizens have the right to be treated equally as the citizens of a Member State other than 

the one they hold national citizenship of (Van den Brink 2019). The European Parliament 

and Commission opted for incorporating an explicit link between EU citizenship and 

fundamental rights in the Treaties during the Maastricht negotiations (Van den Brink 2019).  

Article 2, Treaty on European Union (TEU), reads that “the Union is founded on the 

values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect 

for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are 

common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, 

justice, solidarity and equality between women and men prevail”. The Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the European Union (Charter), adopted in 2000, reiterates in its 

preamble that the EU “places the individual at the heart of its activities, by establishing the 

citizenship of the Union”. From the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, the Charter 
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was given a binding legal effect equal to the Treaties and operated as a source of authority 

for the discovery of general principles of EU law (Lenaerts 2012). The Charter is primary 

EU law. Both EU secondary and national legislation falling within the scope of EU law must 

be interpreted in conformity with the Charter, which applies to EU citizens and citizens of 

non-EU states living in or affected by EU law. The Charter may also be relied upon as 

providing grounds for judicial review. EU legislation found to be in breach of an article of 

the Charter is to be deemed void, and national law falling within the scope of EU law that 

contravenes the Charter must be set aside (Lenaerts 2012).  

EU citizenship implies that all citizens are equal before the law as ideal-type legal 

subjects. Hence, EU citizenship can be approached as a strategy to negotiate access to rights 

at various levels (Mantu 2017). The use of the right of free movement seems to make possible 

a spatial mobility that equals a route to emancipation from the discrimination in one’s country 

of origin. At the same time, enjoying EU citizenship while moving freely throughout the 

Union is dependent on a qualified right that the national authorities can restrict under the 

specific conditions stipulated in secondary legislation, namely Directive 2004/381. The 

national authorities were given the competence to appreciate the grounds of public policy, 

public health, and public security on which the right of free movement can be restricted. Of 

importance for this research are precisely the ways and means through which are appreciated 

the grounds of restriction, as well as how restrictions are applied without hindering the rights 

that underpin EU citizenship. 

The Charter’s application to freedom of movement is emphasized in the preamble 

of Directive 2004/38: “[t]his Directive respects the fundamental rights and freedoms and 

observes the principles recognized in particular by the Charter of Fundamental Rights”. 

Directive 2004/38 gives Member States recourse against specific citizens posing a serious 

threat or unreasonable burden (Bennet 2011). Nonetheless, the measures Member States can 

take in such situations are circumscribed to the purposes and goals of the directive and, 

consequently, to the Charter. The free movement of a citizen can be subject to verifications 

 

1 Directive 2004/38/EC of the European Parliament and the Council of 29 April 2004 on the right of 

citizens of the Union and their family members to move and reside freely within the territory of the 

Member States amending Regulation (EEC) No. 1612/68 and repealing Directives 64/221/EEC, 

68/360/EEC, 72/194/EEC, 73/148/EEC, 75/34/EEC, 75/35/EEC, 90/364/EEC, 90/365/EEC and 

93/96/EEC, OJ L 158/77. 
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provided “there is reasonable doubt” (Directive 2004/38 art. 14 as to whether the 

preconditions are satisfied. Under Directive 2004/38, are not acceptable grounds of 

verification that are not contingent on the specific case. Considerations of general prevention 

do not stand as sufficient grounds either. Such verifications “shall not be carried out 

systematically” (Directive 2004/38 art. 14). At the same time, a decision of expulsion on the 

grounds of security “shall be based exclusively on the personal conduct of the individual 

concerned” (Directive 2004/38 art. 27, 2). 

One example relevant to the current topic: for the period 2007-2013, the free 

movement right of Romanian and Bulgarian EU citizens was subject to temporary transitional 

measures that conditioned their access to the labor market of the other Member States. The 

transitional period, however, did not directly affect the protection conferred to the Romanian 

or Bulgarian nationals by the protections of Directive 2004/38 and the Charter upon entering 

the territory of EU Member States (Bennett 2011). 

Like all directives, Directive 2004/38 lays down certain objectives that Member 

States must achieve by giving them effect in their national legal order through the process of 

implementation (Valcke 2019). Implementation takes place first through the incorporation of 

the directive in the national legal system (i.e., transposition). Member States enjoy discretion 

in what concerns the form and method of transposition. Once the national implementing 

measures have been adopted by the Member States, these need to be applied and enforced. 

By application, one understands the administrative measures taken by the authorities of the 

Member States to give practical effect to the national implementing measures which 

transpose the directive in question. Such administrative measures include individual 

decisions and other measures taken by the administrative authorities so that a directive is 

applied to the persons and situations falling within its scope (Valcke 2019). The term 

“enforcement” refers to the process by which the observance of EU directives is monitored 

and secured, whether at the national level or the EU level. Enforcement takes place before 

national courts, which ensure that Member States and individuals observe the terms of a 

directive before the Court of Justice as infringement proceedings under Article 258 TFEU, 

as well as through the European Commission’s role as Guardian of the Treaties under Article 

17 TEU (Valcke 2019). 

Concerning the implementation of Directive 2004/38 in loyalty to the principles of 

the EU, gaps might emerge from the incomplete or delayed transposition of the directive by 
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governments and parliaments, and between transposition and the application and 

enforcement of EU law by municipalities, agencies, courts, and other bureaucracies 

(Dörrenbächer 2018). Compliance with EU principles might be lost in the gaps between 

transposition into national laws of secondary EU legislation, application to individual cases 

by the different national/local authorities, and enforcement compatible to both national and 

EU regulatory framework. The following chapters do not propose an in-depth analysis of 

either transposition into national legislation or of proceedings of national courts. The case 

studies concern examples of application in the individual cases of European Union citizens 

living in the so-called Roma camps in France, Sweden, and Italy. 

In addition to its dependency on the implementation of EU law, EU citizenship is 

also contingent on the opinion trends that frame the interpretation of EU law. The best 

example in this sense is the case-law of the Court of Justice. For categories of EU citizens 

that experience economic deprivation, is of special interest the trend in the case-law of the 

Court of Justice towards considering only the residence that fulfills the conditions of 

Directive 2004/38 (Mantu 2017) as a sufficient source of rights, protection, and equal 

treatment.  

According to Ryan (2019), the general direction in immigration policy in Europe 

has led to a restrictive interpretation of the notion of integration mentioned by Directive 

2004/38. Recital 18 of Directive 2004/38 provides that “in order to be a genuine vehicle for 

integration into the society of the host Member State in which the Union citizen resides, the 

right of permanent residence, once obtained, should not be subject to any conditions”. As 

argued by Ryan (2019), these provisions were meant to have an egalitarian purpose, i.e., to 

approach the security of residence and equality of rights as means to reach the goal of 

enhancing the social integration of the EU citizens residing in another Member State. 

The analysis of the case-law of the Court of Justice, such as in the aforementioned 

study of Ryan (2019) and that of Mantu (2017), indicates a shift towards the interpretation of 

Directive 2004/38 in the sense that actual social integration is a condition for residence in 

another EU Member State (Ryan 2019) and, respectively, social rights (Mantu 2017) (Mantu 

and Minderhoud 2019). Mantu goes further and holds cases such as Brey, Dano, Alimanovic, 
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Garcia Nieto, or Commission v. UK2, as examples of a reading of free movement rights that 

dilutes not only the link between EU citizenship and non-discrimination in the social field 

but also the principle of proportionality (Mantu and Minderhoud 2019). The latter implies 

that the interference of the state with the citizen’s right to move and reside freely is justifiable 

if correlated with the individual situation of those concerned. 

In its analytical understanding and bare of normative commitments, “integration” is 

concerned with processes of inclusion and acceptance of foreigners in a given society (Ryan 

2019: 379). While the Court of Justice holds as criteria for assessing integration aspects such 

as economic activity, financial self-sufficiency, or respect for the criminal law, when it comes 

to application to individual situations at the national level, integration is even more so a 

tenuous concept. Studies of the application of EU law point out that pressure to align legal 

standards across the Union does not suppose automatically convergent practices 

(Dörrenbächer 2018). 

Perception of the physical characteristics of class or education influences 

assessments of integration and one’s experiences of national or EU citizenship, the possibility 

of moving, and the manner in which movement is legally captured (Mantu 2017). The 

following chapters will extensively cover the prevalent perception lenses that apply to the 

free movement of Roma EU citizens. These perception lenses will be sought in the discursive 

frameworks that define what is “real” and “true” and infuse talk, text, institutional attitudes, 

and policies (Schneeweis 2009) that bear upon the free movement of Eastern European EU 

citizens. 

The EU Roma policy: legal basis and emergence 

For the population in the scope of the thesis, the trends in Roma-specific policies are to be 

considered in addition to the trend of a restrictive interpretation of the right to free movement. 

These trends and a summary of the evolution at the EU level of the approach towards the 

 

2 CJEU 15 September 2015, C-67/14, Alimanovic, ECLI:EU:C:2015:597; CJEU 25 February 2016, C-

299/14 García Nieto, ECLI:EU:C:2016:114.; CJEU 23 November 2010, C-145/09 Tsakouridis, 

ECLI:EU:C:2010:708; CJEU 16 January 2014, C-400/12 G., ECLI:EU:C:2014:9. CJEU 11 November 

2014, C-333/13 Dano, ECLI:EU:C:2014:2358. 



Introduction 

 

23 

Roma make the object of the next paragraphs. The section also introduces the legal 

underpinning of the EU Roma policy. 

According to the documents issued by the Commission (European Commission 

2020b), the legal basis of the EU Roma policy rests with Article 19(1) of the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), which provides for appropriate action to combat 

discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual 

orientation.  

Additionally, the Commission holds as legal grounds for its initiatives targeting the 

Roma population other EU treaty provisions that concern discrimination and human rights: 

Article 2 TEU; Article 3(3)TEU under which the Union is required to combat social exclusion 

and discrimination and promote the protection of the rights of the child; Article 1 TFEU, 

which provides that the Union, in defining and implementing its policies and activities, aims 

to combat discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, 

age or sexual orientation; Article 8 TFEU, which states that in all its activities, the Union will 

aim to eliminate inequalities and to promote equality between men and women; Article 

157(3) TFEU, according to which the European Parliament and the Council are to adopt 

measures to ensure the application of the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment 

of men and women in matters of employment and occupation, including the principle of equal 

pay for equal work or work of equal value; Article 20 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union on the equality of everyone before the law; Article 21 of the Charter, which 

prohibits any discrimination on any grounds, such as sex, race, ethnic origin, religion or 

belief, disability, age or sexual orientation; Article 23 of the Charter, concerning the right to 

equality between men and women in all areas, including employment, work and pay; Article 

26 which recognizes and respects the right of people with disabilities to benefit from 

measures designed to ensure their independence, social and occupational integration and 

participation in the life of the community (European Commission 2020b). 

According to Zahn (2009), prior to EU enlargement, Roma from Central and Eastern 

Europe had been of interest to the EU as potential migrants and asylum seekers. Starting in 

the 1990s, the Roma began receiving attention in the context of the EU enlargement process 

and compliance of candidate states with human rights standards. Later, the Treaty of Lisbon 

formalized these human rights standards and recognized their importance (Zahn 2009).  
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In response to EU demands, the candidate countries adopted the newly emerging 

European legal standards on minority protection and anti-discrimination. The Copenhagen 

criteria of 1993 include the requirement of minority protection. The EU’s demands of the 

candidate countries regarding Roma were primarily outlined in the Commission’s 1997 

Opinion on each country’s application for membership and the subsequent annual Regular 

Reports from 1998 to 2003. These annual reports dedicated significant attention to the 

protection and shortcomings of the Roma communities’ civil, political, economic, and social 

rights. The annual reports for each country were supplemented with statements and 

commissioned studies by the European Commission, the European Council, and the 

European Parliament (Vermeersch 2013). In addition, PHARE funds were allocated to 

address the socio-economic exclusion of Roma communities in the candidate states Bulgaria, 

Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia (McGarry 2014). 

In June 2000, the Racial Equality Directive 2000/43/EC was adopted for the 

prohibition of racial discrimination in the areas of employment, education, social security, 

healthcare, and access to goods and services in all EU Member States. Member States were 

mandated to designate a special independent institution that promoted equal treatment and 

provided independent assistance to victims of discrimination in pursuing complaints. Under 

Directive 2000/43, the victims of discrimination, including Roma, now have better access to 

justice and enjoy increased victim protection against discrimination (Vermeersch 2013). 

Since the EU’s 2004 and 2007 enlargement, the Roma have been increasingly seen 

as the EU’s largest transnational ethnic minority. Increased attention to the Roma in the 

newer Eastern Member States also brought into focus the Roma populations in Western 

Member States (Vermeersch 2012). The Roma population has become a pan-European 

concern and joint responsibility of the EU and Member States (Ram 2012). Various EU 

bodies maintain attention to the Roma and, through documents and public statements, 

emphasize the continuation of government efforts for improving the situation of the Roma 

population. The role for policy coordination and for upholding principles is held by the 

Commission (European Commission 2008) while “core issues of Roma inclusion . . . fall 

mainly under the responsibility of Member States” (European Commission 2008). 

Authors such as McGarry (2014) and Ram (2012) link the interest of European 

Union institutions for combating discriminatory practices and the Roma’s socio-economic 

situation with an aim to reduce westward migration. According to Ram (2012), migration 
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prevention is to be placed among a larger set of influencing factors such as the growing 

lobbying role of non-governmental Roma organizations and the emerging human rights 

agenda of the EU.  

In addition to such factors, events closely related to the so-called Roma camps and 

their eviction have shaped the creation and implementation of an EU Roma policy. In 2008, 

the Italian Government declared a state of emergency due to a “nomad menace” and planned 

a census including compulsory fingerprinting of camp inhabitants, predominately Roma. 

Prefects of the regions Lombardia, Lazio, and Campania received powers derogating from 

the rules of law in force for carrying out the monitoring of formal and informal camps, the 

census (including photographs) of all inhabitants, the expulsion and removal of persons with 

irregular status and measures aimed at clearing camp nomads and evicting their inhabitants 

(O’Nions 2011). The European Parliament condemned the census in July 2008 and urged the 

Commission to investigate whether the measures contravened EU law (European Parliament 

2008).  

On September 9, 2010, the European Parliament adopted the Resolution on the 

Situation of Roma and on Freedom of Movement in the European Union as a reaction to the 

campaign for the eviction of Roma settlements in France. The European Commission had 

already initiated action concerning the same events before the Parliament’s call. The 

Commission’s position led to a dispute with the French Government that dominated the one-

day European Council on September 16, 2010 (Carrera 2013). In the aftermath of the dispute, 

the Commission proposed the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies 

(NRIS) up to 2020. The Framework was described as being “complementary to EU 

legislation and existing policies in the areas of non-discrimination, fundamental rights, 

freedom of movement and children’s rights”, and the Commission defined Roma inclusion 

as “one of the most serious challenges in Europe” (European Commission 2011). 

 The period under discussion in the following chapters overlaps with the timespan 

of the application of the Framework. In Chapter 3, space is dedicated to clarifying the context 

in which the EU Framework for Roma emerged and to analyzing the text of the Framework 

itself. For the purpose of this introductory section, it is worth mentioning two striking features 

of this policy document. On the one hand, according to Carrera (2013), the Framework 

returns the burden of citizenship duties to the national arenas as it insists on the need for 

national governments to fulfill their own duties at home. The paradigm of the Framework 
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signals a shift of priorities at the EU level: from enforcing EU free movement and non-

discrimination law towards the promotion of EU (soft) policy coordination of Member States’ 

policies on the (re)integration of Roma, mixed with a discourse on inclusion and reinsertion 

(Carrera 2013).  

The second striking feature is the absence of the right to free movement from the 

scope of the Framework. Roma inclusion is limited to inclusion in the country of origin. 

According to Rostas (2019), the lack of debate surrounding the topic of free movement is 

likely a missed chance for strengthening the European integration of Roma citizens. Given 

this missed chance, Rostas (2019) foresees that the free movement of Roma citizens will be 

prone to an emotional rather than a rational reaction on the part of the Member States. The 

Framework aimed for a rights-based approach, but the content of the document and the way 

in which Member States have translated the Framework first into national policies, followed 

by practice, raise questions on whether this aim was feasible (Rostas 2019).  

To summarize, the evolution of the EU Roma policy from the early 1990s until now 

has been manifested through growing attention paid to the Roma and the setting up of policies 

and institutions for the defense of equal rights and for Roma participation and integration in 

the countries of origin. As noted by Ram (2014), many scholars and practitioners believe that 

the positive steps that have been taken to improve the situation of Roma would have been 

less likely without the EU’s influence. However, Ram also notes that these evolutions have 

been taking place in an environment of exclusionary practices by both governments and 

society (Ram 2014). The socio-economic indicators of the Roma populations are likely proof 

in this sense across the entire Union (FRA 2016; European Parliament 2020). The following 

chapters will document the exclusionary practices directed at the Roma making use of their 

right to free movement. As anticipated by McGarry (2014), the creation of an EU Roma 

strategy has led to a clearer commitment towards Roma across Europe. In search of an 

intervention that simultaneously treated Roma the same as other EU citizens whilst also 

recognizing their difference, the EU Roma policy seems to have also played into the 

emergence of a so-called European Roma problem. The discursive construction of a 

“European Roma problem” on the background of the EU Roma policy and of the EU 

citizenship constitute the core of the analysis in Chapter 2 through Chapter 5. 
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Human rights and the case studies at stake 

Alongside EU citizenship and the right to free movement, the chapters are underpinned by 

the concept of human rights. In the previous subsection, was highlighted the binding effect 

of the Charter upon the implementation of EU citizenship and free movement law. At the 

national level, fundamental rights are guaranteed by the constitutions of Member States. All 

EU countries have ratified the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). The 

preamble of the TEU expresses the Union’s commitment to “respect fundamental rights, as 

guaranteed by the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms signed in Rome on 4 November 1950”. The Charter is consistent with 

the Convention. This consistency is ensured by Paragraph 3, Article 52 of the Charter, which 

sets the scope of the rights and principles and lays down rules for their interpretation.  

According to Paragraph 3, Article 52 of the Charter, insofar as the rights in the 

Charter also correspond to rights guaranteed by the ECHR, the meaning and scope of those 

rights, including authorized limitations, are the same as those laid down by the ECHR. The 

reference to the ECHR covers both the Convention and the protocols to it. The meaning and 

the scope of the guaranteed rights are determined not only by the text of those instruments 

but also by the case law of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) and by the Court 

of Justice of the European Union (Explanations relating to the Charter of Fundamental Rights 

2007). The limitations to the rights covered by Paragraph 3, Article 52, must comply with 

the same standards set by the detailed limitation arrangements laid down in the ECHR. The 

level of protection afforded by the Charter may never be lower than that guaranteed by the 

ECHR, while the last sentence of Paragraph 3 is designed to allow the Union to guarantee 

more extensive protection (Explanations relating to the Charter of Fundamental Rights 2007). 

For the purpose of this thesis and given that the ECHR does not provide textually 

for the protection of the people in case of eviction, it is necessary to identify which ECHR 

rights might be invoked to grant protection in this situation. Thus, the starting point is the 

case law of the ECtHR concerning the so-called Roma camps. This case-law is to be found 

in the Roma Factsheet released by the ECtHR (ECtHR 2021). I also searched the HUDOC 

database by using the key terms “Roma” and “eviction”. The same search words were used 

for the press release database of the ECtHR. The latter search was necessary for the press 

releases related to ad interim measures. The search results were refined by similarity with the 

case studies in the chapter: eviction of an informal settlement, involvement of Roma, the 
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same countries as for the case studies. For the purpose of summarizing the human rights 

applicable to the case studies in the chapters, the most relevant were four judgments, one 

inadmissibility decision, and one case for which ad interim measures were ordered. The 

following paragraphs cover these in more detail.  

In three of the judgments, the ECtHR held that there had been a violation of Article 

8, which guarantees the right to private and family life. Two of the judgments concern cases 

the Roma Factsheet places under the category “way of life, forced evictions and alternative 

accommodation” of the Factsheet: Winterstein and Others v. France3, Hirtu and Others v. 

France4 (ECtHR 2021). The other judgment concerns the case Barnea and Caldararu v. Italy5, 

which in the Factsheet is grouped with cases concerning the placement of children in care 

and access rights.  

In May 2020, the ECtHR ruled that the French authorities violated the rights under 

Article 8, the right to private and family life, and Article 13, the right to an effective remedy, 

in the case of a 2013 eviction. The ECtHR decided that, in the case of Hirtu and Others v. 

France, although the authorities had in theory been entitled to evict the applicants, the manner 

of the applicants’ eviction had breached their right to respect for their private and family life. 

The ECtHR noted that, in breach of the requirements of Article 13, there had been no judicial 

examination in the first instance of the applicants’ arguments under Articles 3 and 8 of the 

Convention, either in proceedings on the merits or under the urgent procedure. The fact that 

the applicant belonged to an underprivileged social group was held as relevant. The ECtHR 

emphasized that the particular needs of the evicted had to be taken into consideration in the 

proportionality assessment that the national authorities were under a duty to undertake.  

The ECtHR held as a distinct issue from the rigors of the procedure of eviction, the 

fact that the evicted had been unlawfully occupying municipal land and could not claim to 

have a legitimate expectation of remaining there. The Court noted that the eviction procedure 

had entailed a short time between the issuing of the prefect’s order and its implementation. 

This further implied that no account had been taken of the repercussions of the eviction or 

the applicants’ particular circumstances. Furthermore, the remedy provided by domestic law 

 

3 Winterstein and Others v. France, application no. 27013/07 | Judgement 17/10/2013 
4 Hirtu and Others v. France, application no. 24720/13 | Judgment 14/05/2020 
5 Barnea and Caldararu v. Italy, application no. 37931/15 | Judgement 22/06/2017 



Introduction 

 

29 

had been ineffective. The case studies in the following chapters document how government 

officials give orders with strict deadlines and quotas of Roma camps to be evicted. This was, 

for example, the case of the 2010 Circulaire to the French prefects, which will be analyzed 

in Chapter 3. 

In Winterstein and Others v. France, the evicted were French nationals living on a 

land in Herblay, in the Val d’Oise department. The ECtHR noticed that, given the applicants’ 

long-time occupation and close and continuous link to the caravans, huts, and bungalows 

located on the land, these had to be considered as their homes, irrespective of whether the 

occupation of the land was lawful. The Court held that this case also pertained to the 

applicants’ right to respect for their private and family lives. According to the ECtHR 

judgment, living in caravans formed an integral part of travelers’ identity, and the eviction of 

a community had inevitable repercussions on the way of life and on the social and family 

ties. In the ECtHR’s view, the applicants’ eviction could be considered as necessary in a 

democratic society only if it met a pressing social need, which was primarily for the domestic 

courts to assess. The domestic courts did not comply with the principle of proportionality 

when ordering the applicants’ eviction. The domestic courts had attributed overriding 

importance to that circumstance without weighing it against the arguments advanced by the 

applicants. The principle of proportionality also required that particular consideration be 

given to the consequences of the eviction and the risk of the applicants being made homeless. 

The Court pointed out that numerous international and Council of Europe instruments 

stressed the need, in cases of forced eviction of Roma or travelers, to provide the persons 

concerned with alternative accommodation. The national authorities had to take account of 

the fact that such applicants belonged to a vulnerable minority, which implied giving special 

consideration to their needs and their different lifestyles when it came to devising solutions 

to the unlawful settlement of land or deciding on possible alternative accommodation. 

On the grounds of the right to respect for private and family life, the ECtHR has 

ordered ad interim measures in cases of Roma camp evictions. Interim measures are granted 

on an emergency basis with the purpose of stopping an “imminent risk of irreparable 

damage” (ECtHR 2020). In other words, interim measures apply most and foremost to a 

threat to life or, respectively, a risk of torture and inhuman or degrading treatment, and the 

typical cases apply to expulsion or extradition and fall under Article 2, Right to Life, or 
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Article 3, Prohibition of Torture, of the European Convention of Human Rights. Interim 

measures are applied as an exception to requests under Article 8 (ECtHR 2020). 

In the case of PH and Others v. Italy6, the ECtHR decided to apply ad interim 

measures. More specifically, the case concerned the eviction from a settlement in Ponte 

Riccio of three Bosnian citizens of Roma ethnicity and their minor children. In the wording 

of the Court, “as it was not clear from the Government’s response to the Court’s questions 

whether the applicants had been rehoused, the Court decided to apply an interim measure 

indicating to the Italian Government that it should provide temporary accommodation for 

the minors involved and their parents, without separating them”.7  

Chapter 4 will discuss in more detail the 2018 case concerning the Camping River 

settlement in Rome. For this eviction8, the ECtHR disposed interim measures, indicating that 

the dismantling and eviction of the camp should not go ahead unless adequate habitation 

solutions were found for the 300 inhabitants and, by all means, not earlier than July 27 

(Associazione 21 Luglio 2018a).  

Unrelated to an eviction, but concerning inhabitants of a Roma camp, the case of 

Barnea and Caldararu v. Italy concerns the removal of a 28-month-old girl from her family. 

The parents of the child were Romanian nationals who had arrived in Italy in 2007 and settled 

in a Roma camp. The child was removed from the family for a period of seven years while 

she was placed in a foster family with a view to her adoption. The ECtHR held that there had 

been a violation of Article 8, right to respect for private and family life, finding that the Italian 

authorities had failed to undertake appropriate and sufficient efforts to secure the applicants’ 

right to live with their child between June 2009 and November 2016. The reasons given by 

the children’s court for refusing to return the child to her family and for declaring her 

available for adoption were found not to amount to “very exceptional” circumstances that 

would justify a severing of the family ties. The ECtHR also found that the Italian authorities 

had incorrectly executed the Court of Appeal’s 2012 judgment, which provided for the child’s 

return to her birth family.  

 

6 P.H. and Others v. Italy, application no. 25838/19, Press Release – Interim Measures 20/05/2020 
7 ibid 
8 Application no. 33829/18, the case was declared not receivable 
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The case of Balta v. France 9 is relevant as it concerns Article 2 of Protocol No. 4, 

Freedom of Movement. The case was brought before the ECtHR following the decision by 

the Prefect of Seine-Saint-Denis to serve formal notice to leave the area near a public road in 

the municipality of La Courneuve, where the applicant had illegally parked his caravan. The 

applicant complained about the rules governing the eviction of travelers. The Court declared 

the application inadmissible given that Article 2 of Protocol No. 4, Freedom of Movement, 

was applicable only to a person lawfully within the territory of a state and that the criteria 

and requirements for lawful residence were primarily matters of domestic law. Hence, Article 

2 of Protocol No. 4 did not grant a right to a foreign national to reside or continue to reside 

in a country of which he was not a national and did not govern the conditions in which a 

person was entitled to reside in a state. In the absence of evidence that he was entitled to 

remain in France beyond the three-month period provided for by Article L 121-1 of the Code 

on the Immigration and Residence of Aliens and the Right of Asylum, Mr. Balta could not 

rely on the freedom of movement guaranteed by Article 2 of Protocol No. 4. 

The case of Balta v. France is also relevant for the prohibition of discrimination. 

Article 14, Prohibition of Discrimination, can only be relied on in conjunction with another 

article of the Convention. Hence, in this case, Article 14 was rendered inapplicable. The 

ECtHR did not find a violation of Article 14 in either of the cases included in this section; 

nonetheless, prohibition of discrimination is regarded as highly relevant for the case studies 

in the chapters.  

Expulsions are only marginally touched upon in the upcoming chapters, especially 

in the case of France. Still, the intention to expel the inhabitants of the so-called Roma camps 

is present in connection with the authorities’ decision to evict them. See, for example, the 

declarations of the French President documented in Chapter 3 and of the Italian Minister of 

the Interior discussed in Chapter 5. Hence, the jurisprudence of the ECtHR concerning the 

prohibition of collective expulsion of aliens, Article 4 of Protocol No. 4, was also considered. 

In this sense, of interest is the ruling in the case Čonka v. Belgium 10 for which the Court held 

that there had been a violation of Article 4 (Prohibition of Collective Expulsion of Aliens) of 

Protocol No. 4 to the Convention. The ECtHR noted in particular factors in relation to the 

 

9 Balta v. France, application no. 19462/12 | Inadmissibility decision, 16/01/2018 
10 Čonka v. Belgium, application no. 51564/99| Judgement, 5/02/2002 
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procedure followed for the expulsion of the applicants, Slovakian nationals of Roma origin, 

which reinforced the doubt that the expulsion might have been collective. The judgment 

mentions the following factors: the political authorities had previously given instructions to 

the relevant authority for the implementation of operations of that kind; all the aliens 

concerned had been required to attend the police station at the same time; the orders served 

on them requiring them to leave the territory and for their arrest were couched in identical 

terms; it was very difficult for the aliens to contact a lawyer; the asylum procedure had not 

been completed11.  

The practice of the ECtHR aside, especially when addressing the impact of the 

evictions on the lives of the inhabitants, the chapters will refer to rights not enshrined in the 

Convention. For the specific situation of the minors living in the so-called camps, the chapters 

refer to the child’s best interest. In this sense, it is considered that the Charter (Article 24) 

states that, “In all actions relating to children, whether taken by public authorities or private 

institutions, the child’s best interests must be a primary consideration”. The chapters also 

approach access to water and sanitation as having an indisputable connection to the rights to 

life and inherent dignity protected by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(1966), as explicitly recognized by Resolution 64/292 of the United Nations General 

Assembly (UN 2010). 

The case law of the ECtHR and the human rights it makes reference to have a two-

fold role in the chapters. First, the practice of the ECtHR steers the attention towards those 

aspects of the authorities’ interventions in the so-called camps, be it evictions or another, 

which might be most prone to breaches of human rights law. Secondly, the selected human 

rights are the main reference point for the critique in the chapters. A more detailed 

explanation of how the critique is approached is to be found in the methods section of the 

current chapter. 

Central hypothesis 

Over the past decades, the management of migration has often implied the creation of laws 

of exception through which states exert authority on their most peripheral subjects (Fassin 

 

11Čonka v. Belgium, application no. 51564/99| Judgement, 5/02/2002 
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2011; Inda 2006). Taking place as management of migration crises, the management of 

migration has been characterized by provisional and exceptional measures which arguably 

fit the description of Agamben’s state of exception: a “no-man’s-land between public law 

and political fact, and between the juridical order and life” (Agamben 2005: 1). In the EU 

context, it is of interest whether the exception-making specific to the management of 

migration might transfer onto the mobility of citizens of Member States. Henceforth, 

attention will fall on the management of EU citizens’ free movement and the use in this 

context of exceptions from the current EU human rights principles.  

The central hypothesis that the chapters together aim to test is whether free moving 

European Union citizens of Roma descent are subjected by some Member States 

and by EU institutions to a regime of exception. 

The arguments for the hypothesis are sought in the existence in Western European 

cities of so-called Eastern European Roma camps, the repeated evictions, and the 

proliferation of discourses of Roma exceptionalism. For checking whether the hypothesis is 

based on solid grounds, the chapters document practices of segregation, policing, and 

eviction, and aim to make salient the discursive strategies that justify such practices alongside 

the EU’s human rights principles.  

As secondary hypotheses, on the one hand, the thesis investigates alleged tendencies 

of national or local authorities to conflate non-compliance with national legislation or with 

the conditions of free movement stipulated in the secondary EU legislation, with an altogether 

loss of entitlement to the rights applicable to EU citizens. The chapters will explore whether 

the situation of free moving Eastern European Roma and their difficulties in exercising EU 

citizenship rights is illustrative of the limits of EU citizenship. In this sense it is further 

explored the securitizing and exclusionary potential of the application of free movement law.  

At the same time, the proliferating discourses of “migrant crisis” and refugee 

“emergencies” in the current public culture and political debates in the European Union have 

been complemented by the re-emergence of the historical discourses about the “mischievous 

and backward nature” of the Roma (De Genova 2017). Hence the secondary hypotheses of 

this research also have to do with the rhetoric of exclusion. In line with research such as that 

of Balibar (2009) and McGarry (2017), the mobility of some of EU’s most deprived citizens, 

many of whom are Roma, is further approached as a crucial test case for the hypothesis that 

arguments over a group’s worthiness and belonging override individual rights.  



Introduction 

 

34 

Choosing a method: critical discourse analysis 

In the next chapters, the notion of exception from the EU’s human rights principles is 

inherently tied to the discursive construction of the exceptional nature of the Roma and the 

exceptional situation of so-called migration crises. “Discourses” mean, in this case, 

frameworks that define what is “real” and “true” and permeate talk, text, institutional 

attitudes, and policies (Schneeweis 2009). The following chapters highlight the arguments 

behind the decisions to evict or refuse shelter in the declarations of mayors, ministers, party 

leaders, and politicians in general. These are the words of those whom, in relation to the 

management of migration, Zygmunt Bauman (2016) calls the “Strongmen/Strongwomen”. 

Their declarations are approached not only as a product of the underlying social relations but 

also as factors shaping social relations. Given the role of the declarations in producing social 

relations, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was considered to best fit the purpose of the 

research due to its paradigm that discourse and social practice constitute each other (Van 

Leeuwen and Wodak 1999). Discourses find justification in and justify, at the same time, the 

attitudes of the population and the authorities’ actions. 

 In order to further explain the choice of method, it is necessary to explain in which 

ways the analysis is critical. According to Fairclough (1992), the critical dimension of CDA 

“implies showing connections and causes that are hidden”. CDA attempts to decode 

discursive patterns of ideology in order to reveal features of the social world (Billig 2003). 

That being said, one has to acknowledge that the common meaning of the notion of critical 

might not come through easily when comparing the diversity of critical approaches that have 

emerged since the 1990s. If it were to search for the common features of critical approaches, 

including the approach used for this research, the synthesis proposed by Billig offers clarity. 

According to Billig (2003), critical approaches are rooted in a radical critique of social 

relations, differentiate themselves precisely because the critical aim is in-built in the analysis 

and, therefore, will appear to be interdisciplinary. I will go ahead and briefly explain how 

these three features were also necessary for the current analysis. The section continues by 

covering some possible shortcomings of CDA and the mitigations proposed for overcoming 

these shortcomings. While doing so, the main characteristics of the method are also 

highlighted. 

For a critique of social relations, the case studies concern a population whose 

marginalization has been well-documented over time. In order to propose hypotheses for how 



Introduction 

 

35 

the marginalization of the EU Roma population coexists with the EU human rights principles, 

one has to consider the dynamics that sustain social inequality and an insufficient application 

of the EU human rights principles in the case of free-moving EU citizens of Roma descent. 

CDA has a tradition of revealing discriminatory and exclusionary discursive practices, 

primarily when migration is concerned, while assuming a dialectical relationship between 

discursive events and their respective situational, institutional, and social contexts. More 

specifically, among the various CDA approaches, the methods used are underpinned by Ruth 

Wodak’s analysis of far-right and populist discourses (2008, 2009, 2015), as well as the 

works of other scholars, such as those of Van Dijk (1987) (2009), Fairclough (1995) and 

Riesigl (2008). Within the broadly defined field of critical discourse analysis, the discourse-

historical approach (DHA) seemed most suitable for the research and for the research 

questions.  

The DHA’s dealing with ideology and power is congruent to the purpose of the 

research. The DHA focuses on the ways in which linguistic and other semiotic practices 

mediate and reproduce ideology in a range of social institutions. Under the DHA paradigm, 

ideology is a perspective or worldview composed of related mental representations, 

convictions, opinions, attitudes, and evaluations that serve to establish hegemonic identity 

narratives or for keeping the gates to specific discourses or public spheres (Wodak 2015). 

Discourses legitimize or delegitimize the asymmetric relations among social actors (i.e., 

power). In texts, as parts of discourses, linguistic forms are used in various expressions and 

manipulations of power (Wodak 2015). Another central assumption of the current research 

and of critical discourse analysis is that law and policy texts are recontextualized across time 

and geographies. Therefore, for examining law and policies, it is necessary to examine how 

they are recontextualized in different contexts that influence their implementation (Wodak 

and Savsky 2018).  

The aim of the analysis in the chapters is to reveal the explicit or tacit arguments 

and the topoi, or “reservoirs of generalized key ideas” (Richardson, 2004: 230) to which 

reference is made in order to underpin attitudes and policies concerning the free-moving 

Eastern European Roma. The chapters place text and, especially, the words of the 

“Strongwomen” and “Strongmen” within the resurgence of populism across Europe and its 

aim at determining membership, setting clear borders between those who belong and those 

who are excluded. The analysis looks at Roma discourses across the political spectrum. It 
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places them among discourses that emphasize the idea of a migration crisis. Consequently, 

the analysis investigates the interpretation of the historical discourses about the Roma in the 

public immigration discourse, in a European setting, and over a period spanning more than a 

decade. 

In the case of the relation between the majority and the Roma, a discursive fear of 

difference is entrenched in a historical ideological structure (Schneeweis 2009). Discourses 

of fear simultaneously construct and justify the perception of the Roma as inherently and 

irreconcilably different (Yldiz and De Genova 2017). The discourses of nomadism, which 

used to regulate Romani minorities domestically, have increasingly been mobilized to 

manage newly emerged forms of migration among the Roma (van Baar 2011a). The folklore 

halo of the nomad Gypsies serves as a justification for treating contemporary Roma mobility 

as a “European problem” of undisciplined and disruptive nomadism (Yldiz and De Genova 

2017) for which is worth implementing strategies of both coercive immobilization and forced 

mobilization. Another discourse that the analysis focused upon is that regarding the wicked 

means of the Roma. The strategies for subsistence and for maintaining the autonomy of the 

Roma are perceived as “clever tricks” within the order established by the majority 

(Engebrigtsen 2014). 

The contemporary far-right is rediscovering and using the metaphor of vermin and 

uses it for framing migration. Together with the discourse of invasion, these constructions of 

migrants underpin extreme solutions for defending oneself and the nation. Right-wing 

populist discourses on migration and minorities are not found only with the overtly right-

wing parties and politicians. Fearful of losing public support and voters, the mainstream 

parties have accommodated some radical rhetoric towards migration and towards the 

European Union (Pohl and Wodak 2005). The growth of a far-right party leads mainstream 

politicians to implement proposals and adopt the style of the extreme right-wing. The success 

of the “leave” camp in the Brexit referendum is a striking example in this sense and will be 

covered in a distinct chapter. 

Alongside the critique of the relations of power revealed by the re-emergence of the 

historical discourse about the Roma in a new European setting, the analysis gives special 

attention to the exclusionary role of the discourses of Roma integration of the EU Roma 

policy. Especially Chapter 3 examines the shift from discrimination to integration in the 

discourse of the EU institutions and the implications this shift has for protection against 
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discrimination. In the following chapters, the analysis aims to capture the use of discourses 

of rights alongside or even intertwined with discourses of exclusion. 

The critique lens is turned also on the current research, especially towards the use 

in the current research of the terminology of EU’s Roma policy. By doing so, the thesis is in 

line with the second feature of critical approaches proposed by Billig (2003). In consequence, 

the terminology used evolves and is nuanced across the chapters. For example, the analysis 

has attempted to confront the representation of the population in the scope of this research as 

victims without their own agency. The risk, in this case, is that of minimizing the individual 

agency that is implied when making use of the rights of free movement, especially when 

seemingly additional hurdles are encountered. The second chapter will give an overview of 

both the hurdles, be it institutional or symbolic, and the resilience strategies the Roma adopt 

in order to overcome these hurdles.  

In relation to the most prominent discourses employed to refer to the Roma ethnics, 

the choice of nomination is also a linguistic strategy for conveying a specific representation. 

Most prominently, the nomination “Roma migrants” is common in the public discourse but 

far from being uncontroversial. For example, during the fieldwork undertaken for this 

research project, it was documented that the nomination as Roma was not accepted by many 

Eastern Europeans living in makeshift shelters and on the streets. Some declared themselves 

Romanian or Bulgarian. Others declared themselves Roma from the respective country. 

Hence precaution will be taken with depicting a homogeneous group of Eastern European 

making a living on the streets of Western Europe (Tervonen and Enache 2017) as it might 

add to a cliché representation of the population. Therefore, the designation “Roma” is not 

used uniformly in the following chapters. On the other hand, this research follows the use of 

the generic homogeneous concept of “Roma” and questions its implications on the 

construction of a “Roma problem”.  

The term “migrant” is controversial too. The population that makes the subject of 

this research project are European citizens making use of their right to free movement, and 

their labeling as migrants is not without consequences. One example of how the play of terms 

citizen/migrant can re-frame free movement is Guild’s (2016) analysis of the letter through 

which the interior ministries of Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, 

voiced their concerns to the then Irish Presidency of the EU Council, in the context of the 

end of transitional restrictions on the free movement of workers from Bulgaria and Romania. 
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In the current study, the realization of the controversial implications of the use of the 

expression “Roma migrant” has come at a later stage, and hence in the chapters’ original 

version that was published in academic journals, this nomination is present. It was 

subsequently abandoned and removed from the version of the chapters that are included in 

the thesis.  

The use of the word “camp” can also evoke discourses of Roma nomadism and 

backward nature. The chapters consider the concept of “camp” in line with an Agambian 

framing i.e., the camp as a space of exclusion through the suspension of ordinary law 

(Agamben 1998). The more neutral term “informal settlement” is preferred, but the word 

“camp” is used throughout the chapters as it is ever-present in the collected text. 

According to the third feature of critical approaches as identified by Billig (2003), 

the current analysis requires an interdisciplinary approach. First of all, for setting the context 

of discourse and for documenting the allegations of discriminatory practices, legal concepts 

have to be brought in. Additionally, the diversity of data requires borrowing concepts from 

media studies. The diversity of data was not an aim in itself but was necessary given the 

complexity of the context and of the social relations in scope. The next subsection gives more 

detailed coverage of the data and data collection. As in other studies employing the DHA 

(Wodak 2011: 65), the endeavor to work on the basis of a variety of different data, methods, 

theories, and background information, has imposed triangulation as a central principle of this 

research. 

 One notable critique of critical approaches is that, due to the inclusion of a political 

stance, it cannot provide analysis but only partial interpretation. This is a critique more 

recently extended to activist scholarship in general - see, for example, the notorious 

experiment and book by Pluckrose and Lindsay (2020) - and have also been voiced regarding 

the CDA and the DHA (Widdowson 1995, 2004). Without entering the long-standing debate 

on the dogmatic principle of value-free science, I retain from this critique the need for 

mitigations meant to fence off the analysis from the researcher’s tendency towards self-

confirmation. The following paragraphs in this sub-section are dedicated to the mitigations 

incorporated in the method used. 

One shortcoming of the DHA indicated by Widdowson is that, despite the primary 

focus on context, sampling might only concern those features of context that suit the purpose 

of revealing prejudice and injustice (Widdowson 2004: 144). In the case of the current 
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research project, the risk that the researcher’s pretext confines the focus of the research is 

mitigated by the heterogeneous nature of the case studies. The analysis takes into 

consideration multiple actors at the local, national, and European Union level over a 

relatively long period. Additionally, the triangulation of multiple types of data from multiple 

sources reduces the risk of the analysis being centered on an assumption that is too narrow. 

The cross countries and long-term coverage of the topic allowed the comprehensive 

integration of multiple and diverse context features. In this sense, the balance between local, 

national, and EU-wide levels also increases the grasp of the context.  

Secondly, in the choice of text to be analyzed, one main bias-mitigation strategy is 

that the occurrence of a mediatic event serves as criteria of choosing a case study and 

subsequently collecting data, and not the features of text produced. A critical stance is also 

taken towards the influence media practices have on discourse. Chapter 5 dedicates extensive 

space to this issue. 

Nonetheless, all media text collected in relation to a media hype around the topic of 

Eastern European Roma is further coded by answering the following questions: 

• What is the media genre: news report, editorial, interview? 

• What is the main topic?  

• What are the subtopics?  

• What are the claims made? What are the arguments used to support these claims? 

• Are any of the topics or subtopics presented as a problem? If so:  

• What is the problem? 

• For whom is it a problem? 

• Why is it a problem? 

• Are there depictions of how things should be? 

To summarize, the aim is to underpin the findings in the chapters with more than 

textual interpretation. In agreement with the DHA approach, the context in which the text is 

produced is documented comprehensively. Chapters 1 and 2 set the EU context for the 

evictions of Eastern European Roma, while the following chapters analyze factual data from 

several countries and for a relatively long period of eight years. Additionally, each case study 

includes a context analysis for the respective country and, if relevant, of evictions. The 

allegations of human rights law breaches related to the evictions are documented by bringing 

together the ECtHR practice and the insights on the matter of governmental and non-
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governmental human rights organizations. The declarations of political leaders concerning 

the evictions and the Eastern European Roma in general are further analyzed against this 

background. 

Data and collection of data 

The case studies document a period spanning from 2010 until 2019. Additionally, for putting 

together the pieces of the context puzzle, relevant data concerning the period around the 

accession of Romania to the European Union was collected. In the case of the British case 

study, the history of anti-migration measures was also relevant, and policy documents as far 

back as the 1970s were also analyzed. 

Media data were used extensively for all the case studies comprising the thesis. For 

over eight years, every time the topic of the Eastern European Roma became a prominent 

topic in a European Union country, preliminary data collection followed. The selection of 

data started with news that was also covered by international media outlets. Then the related 

articles published in the respective country’s media were selected. This sampling method 

served to reduce bias and determined the countries covered: France, Italy, Sweden, and the 

United Kingdom. Data about Finland were also collected but was insufficient for a standalone 

case study.  

The sampling method considered periods of enhanced attention by the media and 

by politicians to the topic of the Eastern European Roma. The choice to begin the sampling 

with media data and to use media as a main source of data was influenced by the current 

volume of research on the role of media in portraying race, class, fear of crime and in 

subsequently influencing attitudes toward people who are easy to identify and dislike. In this 

sense, the DHA literature mentioned in the previous section represents a good example. Also, 

research on moral panics (Cohen 1972) has extensively documented how editorial practices 

push a condition, episode, person, or group of persons at the forefront of public debate as a 

threat to societal values and interest. Cohen’s classic of media sociology, Folk Devils and 

Moral Panics, grasps how events feed into popular folklore. When the panic had finally run 

its course, the characters remain in the collective memory as recognizable social types 

(McRobbie and Thorton 1995), together with a reservoir of feelings that can be easily 

reactivated, such as anxiety or nostalgia.  
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The analysis aims to place the discursive strategies employed by the media and by 

the political leaders within a historical, political, and social background. For this purpose, 

each case study included data on the day-to-day lives of the population at hand. This data 

were gathered through field observation or by analyzing the reports of grass-root 

organizations working with the concerned population (e.g., Human Rights Defenders), as 

well as reports by migrants and Roma non-governmental organizations (NGOs, e.g., the 

European Roma Rights Center (ERRC)) and of intergovernmental organizations (e.g., OSCE, 

UNHRC). and the media coverage of the topic. The available detailed statistics of the life in 

these makeshift shelters were complemented by field observation undertaken in several 

cities: Helsinki, Paris, Rome, Salzburg, Stockholm, as well as the notes from other ad-hoc 

interactions with people encountered while they were begging on the streets. Especially for 

the chapter concerning Sweden, which aims to cover more in-depth habitation conditions, 

data were also gathered through unstructured interviews with the Romanians attending a 

language course provided by the HEM NGO in Stockholm, semi-structured interviews with 

the HEM volunteers, and with other volunteers working with the Romanians living in 

improvised shelters in Stockholm’s forests, and semi-structured interviews with one 

representative of the local administration and two representatives of the central 

administration. The overview of the questions used in the semi-structured interviews is 

available in the Appendix. 

On the next level, there were gathered data concerning the local history of decisions, 

declarations, and attitudes towards migration, the Eastern European citizens’ free movement, 

and the Roma ethnics. Moreover, the national and supranational context was documented 

through the collection of official documents, policy papers, and official declarations. In the 

wake of the 2010 campaigns of evictions and expulsions of migrant Roma, the European 

Commission set up The Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies by 2020. The 

annual assessments, reports, and other declarations concerning The Framework are included 

in the data. The press declarations of EU institutions officials found in the media were 

complemented with a collection of official press releases by the respective institutions. A 

similar data collection approach was used for national authorities as well. Press releases and 

as well policy texts were collected from online archives of the British, French, Italian, and 

Swedish governments.  
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The method capitalizes upon the diversity of types of data the online environment 

can support. While in the initial phases of collection, the media data were almost exclusively 

text, at later stages, video and audio data were also available and, therefore, collected. A 

growing trend among the online editions of newspapers to host multimedia materials has 

proved beneficial for the quality of data. The video and audio data complemented the text 

there where field observation was not possible. Additionally, the videos were often created 

by another person than the author of the news text, which entailed the presence of more voices 

and perspectives in the data.  

The data were collected from the most accessed online editions of newspapers in 

France and in Italy or the most accessed English language journals in Sweden and Finland. 

For the data concerning Italy, provided that the eviction of informal camps has been there a 

constant important topic, media articles were selected over a period of five years: 2014 to 

2019. Articles regarding the debate over a potential ban on begging in Sweden were also 

collected, as well as the coverage of the eviction of an informal settlement in Malmo. In 

France’s case, the local media coverage of the 2010 campaign of evictions was used, but of 

more importance for the scope of that particular case study was the European media coverage 

of the reactions to the evictions of the European Union institutions. For the United Kingdom, 

the sample period concerned the campaign for the Brexit referendum, but of relevance were 

articles containing declarations of British politicians concerning the accession of Romania 

and Bulgaria in 2007 and the lifting of interim restrictions at the end of 2013. 

Structure of the thesis 

The human rights framework chosen for this research allows a connection to the multiple 

layers of the topic. The research aims for extensive coverage: multiple years, multiple places, 

and triangulates between individual experiences and the local, national, and European Union 

policies. Provided these characteristics of the research project, a thesis comprised of chapters 

that could also be standalone articles was considered most suitable. The chapters were written 

over a period of six years, and four of them have already been published. Chapters 1, 3 and 

4 were published as articles in peer-reviewed journals. Chapter 2 was included in an edited 

volume. In the thesis, the chapters do not follow the chronological order of the events they 

refer to. Though this choice might at times confuse the reader, this is counterbalanced by the 

intention to first introduce the relevant historical discourses and institutional actors in 
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Chapters 1 and 2, respectively, before delving into more detailed case studies in the following 

three chapters. Chapter 2 is a bridge chapter and makes the transition from a general setting 

of attitudes towards free movement to the specific situation of the mobility of Roma citizens.  

The first chapter places the mobility of Europe’s most deprived in the broader tide 

of anxiety towards migration. The chapter examines the role in the Brexit referendum results 

of the rhetoric equating Eastern Europeans’ free movement with a Roma invasion. The 

chapter also documents the adoption of this rhetoric by British politicians and by the British 

media well before 2016 and even before the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU. 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of Eastern European Roma mobility in the European 

Union. This chapter narrows down the topic introduced by the first chapter to the actors 

relevant to the thesis. On the one side, there are the free-moving Eastern Europeans, many of 

Roma descent, who live and work on the streets of Western European cities. On the other 

side, there are the local, national, and supra-national institutions and politicians. The chapter 

summarizes the strategies to contain the Eastern European Roma mobility by the EU, 

national, and local authorities in several EU countries over more than ten years. In the context 

of the strategies of curbing free but unwanted movement, the chapter questions what the 

mobility of the Roma EU citizens reveals about the cosmopolitan aspirations of the European 

Union.  

Chapter 3 follows the evolution of the so-called Roma migrant crisis. It introduces 

onto the scene the interplay between national authorities and the EU institutions for the 

construction of a “European problem” and the extrapolation at the Union level of tendencies 

to approach Roma citizens as a category excepted from the application of human rights law. 

The analysis uses official documents and press declarations issued by the French government 

and of EU institutions. It examines the discursive shift from protection against discrimination 

to the issue of integration and the role of this shift in diminishing national and EU authorities’ 

responsibility for protecting against discrimination. 

Chapters 4 and 5 explore the relationship between the discourses of exception 

promoted by politicians and the application of human rights legislation to the daily situations 

that the Roma citizens living in the so-called camps are confronted with. The eviction and 

clearance of informal settlements are given particular attention and questioned as allegedly 

collective punitive actions undertaken by the authorities. The impact of recurrent evictions 

and restrictions of access to basic shelter and minimum sanitation is also in focus. By 
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analyzing the official statements of the Swedish government and local authorities, as well as 

the data gathered through interviewing social workers and volunteers, Chapter 4 analyses the 

strategies of legitimizing harsh measures taken against the Eastern European Roma.  

Chapter 5 questions the persistence of evictions on the agenda of Italian local and 

central authorities and applies the concept of demagogic choice in policymaking with the aim 

of explaining this persistence. The analysis highlights the main assumptions underpinning 

the decision to evict. The data used concerns the evictions campaign rolled out by the Italian 

authorities. The evolution at the local level of policies towards Roma settlements is mirrored 

with the Italian Minister of the Interior’s declarations on the same topic, with the prevalent 

public attitudes on the topic, and with the impact of evictions on the livelihood of the camp 

inhabitants.  

The findings of the chapters are brought together in the final conclusion section. 

This last section summarizes the answers to the research question and puts into perspective 

the implications of the findings for theory, methods, and practice.
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The data released by the British Government (2021) three months after the entry into force 

of the Brexit agreement with the EU shows a tenfold increase of Romanian citizens who were 

denied entry to the United Kingdom (UK). One has to wonder about the reason behind the 

disproportionate representation of about 2,000 Romanians out of a total of about 3,294 EU 

citizens affected by the change of entry conditions once the free movement to the UK ceased 

to exist. While the specific post-Brexit situation will have to be the object of future research, 

for the current thesis, it is highly relevant to discuss the attitudes towards the right to free 

movement and, even more specifically, the free movement of Romanians. The campaign 

leading to Brexit is a highly visible example due to the exacerbation of the pro and against 

attitudes towards the right to free movement and, as the chapter will discuss, even led to the 

questioning of the right at a Union level. 

 The first chapter of the thesis is different, provided it focuses less on the eviction of 

temporary or makeshift shelters. This topic will be the main concern of the remaining 

chapters. For the other chapters, the first provides the framing, especially regarding public 

attitudes and support at the level of EU institutions for the free movement of EU citizens that 

are newer to the Union, less skilled, and poor.  

Whereas the issue of ethnicity is otherwise hard to discern in the official 

declarations, during the Brexit campaign, attitudes towards the Roma were highly visible in 

the discourse of some of the British politicians, well-covered by the media, and will be 

discussed in the chapter. One can anticipate to some extent how much Roma have been a 

concern in the analogies and metaphors used by anti-European parties relative to Romania’s 

EU accession in 2007 and by the British media. Epitomes of the latter are the tabloid media 

coverage of the Slovakian Roma in Sheffield (Greyson 2013) or the BBC’s documentaries 

The Romanians are Coming and The Great Big Romanian Invasion. According to Cheregi 

(2015), the two BBC documentaries emphasized issues such as poverty, rough sleeping, 

crimes, and begging. 

Authors such as Light and Young (2009) explain the focus of the UK media on 

Romanians and on the alleged threat these represent to British values, not just as a temporary 

media-driven moral panic, but rather link it to a much deeper embedded and longer-term 

imaginings of the Southeastern Europeans as not fully European. Fekete (2014) considers the 

word coding quite obvious: “for ‘poor Romanians and Bulgarians’ read ‘Roma’”. Fekete 

makes the statement in relation to the letter the British, Austrian, German, and Dutch interior 
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ministers sent in April 2013 to the Irish president of the EU’s Justice and Home Affairs 

Council, demanding further restrictions on poor EU migrants who travel across visa-free 

borders to “abuse” social welfare systems. The respective letter is given extensive coverage 

in this chapter as well. 

The overemphasis on the Roma, on the poverty many of the Roma experience, and 

the rediscovery of the historical discourse of invading “crime-prone nomad Gypsies” likely 

made it possible that the latter became the dominant discourse in relation to the opening of 

the EU to Romanians. Anecdotes indicate this to be the case across the entire EU, and the 

UK is unlikely to have been an exception. Ivasiuc (2017) captures the extent to which the 

Roma discourse came to dominate the free movement of Romanians towards Western Europe 

by analyzing the strategies employed by Romanian caregivers in Italy and elsewhere for 

marking the distinction between themselves and the shunned alterity of the “Gypsy”. These 

strategies of self-representation are, according to Ivasiuc (2017), the result of a fear of being 

perceived as “Gypsies” due to their Romanian citizenship.  

In the context of the Brexit campaign, Richardson and Codona (2018) argue that the 

Roma and, more broadly, Gypsies and travelers in the UK came to be perceived as the 

embodiment of issues of sovereignty of policy, control of immigration, and cost of 

immigration which underpinned the pro-Brexit position. Roma from Eastern Europe were 

portrayed by the pro-Brexit campaign as both the sort of “other” the government should stop 

from entering the UK, as a financial burden due to alleged expensive Roma EU policies 

which the UK had to implement and due to the cost of clear-up and eviction (Richardson and 

Codona 2018). 

Examples such as those given by the authors cited above and the examples that will 

follow in the chapter below seem to be proof that an extrapolation has taken place in the way 

the right to free movement is perceived across the EU. One has to wonder whether the image 

of the “nomad Gipsy” is not only associated with the free-moving Roma, but also with the 

cross-border movement of EU’s precariat (Standing 2014): seasonal laborers, low skilled 

workers such as the caregivers mentioned above, and other low- or no-wage categories from 

Eastern Europe.



 

 

 

Chapter 1 

The Borders and Boundaries of the European Union12 

  

 

12 This chapter is based on: Ciulinaru, D. (2019). Brexit and the borders and boundaries of the European 

Union. Intersections. East European Journal of Society and Politics, 5(3). 
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The chapter makes a case for the study of borders and boundaries as intertwined concepts 

that bear multiple implications for understanding the prominence of anti-migration in the 

public discourse. In this sense, Brexit is approached as the epitome of the rebordering of 

Europe, and the analysis’ focus falls on the influence on the outcome of the referendum of 

the discourses of “invading Eastern Europeans that burden the British state”. The data used 

include the declarations of British political leaders found in media articles and in the official 

communication of the British Government over the period of the campaign for the Brexit 

referendum, as well as in relation to the main milestones of Romania’s European integration. 

The referendum campaign rhetoric is placed within the broader strategy for obtaining 

restrictions and exceptions from the principles of freedom of movement in order to curb the 

mobility of the poor and those perceived as threateningly different. At the same time, the case 

of Brexit reveals how, for reclaiming territorially binding powers, outsiders are strategically 

portrayed as invaders and parasites. 

Key words: EU freedom of movement; Brexit; borders; boundaries; discourse 
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On January 1st, 2014, the British media brought into the spotlight an event one might have 

thought unlikely to receive so much attention: the arrival at Luton airport of a Romanian 

carpenter named Victor Spirescu. There had been much media frenzy around the lifting of 

restrictions to the British labor market of Romanians and Bulgarians. Claims of an imminent 

invasion of Eastern Europeans had also been made. On January 1st, when journalists, together 

with one Labour Party Member of Parliament, went to the airport to witness the arrival of the 

alleged hordes of migrants, they found only one man from Romania entering the country: 

Victor Spirescu.  

Mr. Spirescu achieved more than fifteen minutes of fame. He was pictured in 

various newspapers and branded the “poster boy of Romanian immigration”. A year after his 

arrival, a BBC report followed up on his situation (BBC 2014). In 2018, Mr. Spirescu died 

in a car crash he caused – an event that was also covered in the media (BBC 2018). The 

explanation behind the portrayal as something sensational of the otherwise uneventful arrival 

of Mr. Spirescu at Luton airport might be found when relating this episode of media frenzy 

to the media “scares” spurred around Romania’s integration into the European Union. 

Romanians make up a category of EU citizens in the UK that is more recent but also the 

second most populous (Office for National Statistics 2017). As shown above, Romanians are 

well targeted by the media. As early as 2006, the introduction of low-cost flights from 

Bucharest to the UK was received with newspaper titles such as “Get ready for a huge new 

invasion” (Daily Express 2006). More importantly, for this research, the stories of invading 

Romanians became an important topic in the debate around Brexit. Although Mr. Spirescu 

and the other Romanians moving to the UK were EU citizens making use of their right to 

freedom of movement since 2007, some media and British politicians continued to present 

their mobility as some sort of a transgression. 

In focus of this chapter is the role played by the representation of an alleged 

European “migration problem” as an invasion of destitute, criminal, and ill Roma from 

Eastern Europe (Yildiz and De Genova 2017) in the ultimate decision in the Brexit 

referendum. The chapter investigates how discourses of invasion and parasitism have 

reaffirmed a boundary between the wanted and the unwanted migrants and framed 

Romanians’ free movement as an epitome of the latter. The scope is that of revealing the 

interweavement of the concepts of boundaries and borders. By approaching the British 

example, the chapter makes the case that the social, material, and symbolic screens (van Baar 
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2014: 88) that frame the mobility of specific categories of EU citizens, can culminate with 

the reinforcement of a physical border and the separation from the European Union 

altogether.  

More detailed coverage of the concepts of borders and boundaries in (anti)migration 

research is included in the second section of the chapter. Section three bridges the concepts 

of borders and boundaries and anti-migration discourse. In order to do so, the analysis method 

and the data used are also described in this section. Subsequently, the chapter covers the 

representation of Eastern European EU citizens’ circulation towards the UK by British 

political leaders in the build-up towards the Brexit referendum and during the campaign, and 

how the “us” and the “them” were constructed. 

“Borders”, “boundaries” and their significance in studying 

migration and anti-migration 

The resilience of the mobility of poorer categories of Eastern Europeans despite the symbolic 

and even institutional hurdles may be considered an argument of cosmopolitanism from 

below taking place in the EU (Ciulinaru 2018). At the same time, the symbolic and 

institutional hurdles set in the path of this mobility seem to challenge the discourse of a 

cosmopolitan, borderless European Union. As Newman (2006) argues, the borderless world 

discourse has spurred the study of borders. There is an interest in explaining the inter-group 

and inter-societal difference with the “us” and the “here” being located inside the border 

while the “them” and the “there” is everything beyond the border (Newman 2006).  

In a European Union context, (re)-bordering refers rather to social, material, and 

symbolic screens (van Baar 2014) that limit specific groups’ rights as EU citizens. The British 

example brings back into the spotlight the physical border. On the other hand, borders, as 

territorial limits defining political entities and legal subjects, and the social constructs 

establishing symbolic differences and producing identities, henceforth named boundaries, 

have to be approached as intertwined concepts in order to grasp how migration is governed 

and experienced (Fassin 2011). Social and cultural boundaries are usually important in how 

states produce and reproduce expressions of territoriality and various forms of 

inclusion/exclusion (Paasi 2005). In the case of Mr. Spirescu, the physical border can be 

crossed freely, but his belonging in the receiving country is still questioned. Social groupings 

and distinctions between them are created and maintained through spatial practice and 
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discourses. Practice and narratives of boundaries underpin the constitution and the 

governance of social groups and of their identities. Hence boundaries are often understood 

as exclusive constituents of identity and are taken for granted (Paasi 2005). 

The case of the mobility of Eastern Europeans in the EU, especially that of the Roma 

ethnics, and its significance for the study of borders and boundaries have been approached 

from a securitization perspective, such as that of Huub van Baar (2014). Van Baar focuses 

on the proliferation of ambivalent mechanisms and practices of migration management in the 

context of the Europeanization of migration policy and the emergence of new practices of 

crossing and challenging both borders and boundaries (van Baar 2014: 88). A second stance 

is that of a subjective collective delineation of whose place is where. Aidan McGarry (2017) 

explains, in this sense, the difference between citizenship and belonging. According to 

McGarry (2017), this is the boundary between the minority and the citizens whose presence 

in the homeland is assumed as rightful because they are part of the homogeneous nation the 

homeland is inextricably associated with. Minorities such as the Roma from Eastern Europe 

are not perceived as belonging (McGarry 2017) despite having the legal status of EU citizens 

enjoying the right of crossing the Member States’ borders freely. Beyond the formal 

recognition by the state of membership to a political community, the majority’s recognition 

of one’s belonging is the condition for the fruition of participation, identity, and rights. This 

notion can further be related to that of moral universe inclusiveness (Schwartz 2007), which 

explains the breadth of the community of people to which one applies the same values of 

justice, help, and compassion as to oneself. In this way, one can explain not just the physical 

border, or the physical removal through expulsion, or physical isolation outside the 

community through segregation, but one can also make salient the boundaries separating 

those for which such exclusive measures are regarded as acceptable or even justified. 

Mezzadra and Nielson (2011) acknowledge the potential of the border as not only a 

site of exclusion but also as the friction point between processes of reinforcement and 

blocking and traversing and crossing. Citizenship alone cannot capture the exclusion 

minorities are experiencing, as these citizens are both under the protection of the law and 

members of the juridical-political space but are still not included (McGarry 2017). The moral 

ground for restrictive migratory policies is found in an emphasis on the membership, on the 

duties, on the social ties, and on the sense of loyalty that arise from a shared life and history 

(Sandel 2009).  
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Data and methods 

Opinion polls among British voters (Khan, 2016) prior to the Brexit vote, as well as opinions 

from various areas of academia (Kaufmann 2016; Glencross, 2016; Yildiz and De Genova, 

2017), explain the victory of the “leave” campaign by its ability to emphasize the “us versus 

them” divide and by stirring the fears of the public towards immigrants. Strategies of positive 

self-representation and negative presentation of others are the markers of the discursive 

construction of in- and out-groups (Wodak 2009). The aim of the analysis is to reveal the 

explicit or tacit arguments employed by British politicians and the “topoi”, or “reservoirs of 

generalized key ideas” (Richardson 2004: 230) to which they made reference in order to 

underpin their arguments concerning migration (Wodak 2001). Of high relevance for the 

analysis is the use of metaphors through which social actors are categorized. More 

specifically, of importance are the two metaphors appealing to the imagery of a border that 

would stand against particular categories of migrants. 

The discourse of invasion tends to interconnect with and mutually reinforce the 

discourse of parasitism, as both are metaphors appealing to the imagery of an infestation. The 

more radical form of the discourse of parasitism is rooted in the practice of using vermin, 

disease, and decomposition metaphors to vilify Jewish people (Musolff 2010). In line with 

the Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) tradition, this chapter places the use of the discourses 

of invasion and of parasitism within the resurgence of far-right and populist discourses across 

Europe and its aim at determining membership, setting clear borders between those who 

belong and those who are excluded (Wodak 2009; 2015). Those perceived as significantly 

different are the preferred targets of populist discourse, which exploits the majority’s doubts 

towards the belonging of those “not-alike”. As well in line with the CDA paradigm that 

discourse and social practice constitute each other (van Leeuwen and Wodak 1999), the 

analysis assumes a dialectical relationship between discursive events and their respective 

situational, institutional, and social contexts. In this sense, the analysis traces the relation 

between Brexit-related discursive events and the wider discourses of British politicians 

concerning migration in general and the free movement of Romanians in particular. 

For selecting the data, it was taken into account that populist discourses on migration 

and minorities are not to be found only with the overtly right-wing parties and politicians. 

Political parties across the spectrum have accommodated some of the radical rhetoric (Pohl 

and Wodak 2012). The moderate political camp might be attracted rather by the discourse of 
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parasitism in an attempt to still preserve the advantages of migration once the alleged free 

riders and the abusers are excluded. The trademark of right-wing populism is the politics of 

fear. Appeals to common sense and anti-intellectualism underpin the construction of a 

scapegoat minority (Wodak 2015). At the same time, the far-right raises the stakes by pushing 

more provocative, even scandalous ideas in the public debate, which overshadow the attempts 

to present other frames, values, counterarguments, and any other relevant agenda (Pohl and 

Wodak 2012).  

The data include the declarations of British political leaders over the period of the 

campaign for the Brexit referendum, from March until July 2016, as well as prior declarations 

in relation to the main milestones of Romania’s European integration. The analysis uses 

written text from two sources: media articles available online and official communication 

materials of the British Government. In what the texts produced during the Brexit campaign 

are concerned, the data is comprised of the declarations of Government members and of 

political leaders of the “leave” camp from March until July 2016. The declarations of the 

Ministers, especially those of the Prime Minister, were collected from the British 

Government’s web portal. All materials under the “Announcements” section of the portal for 

the period 1st March –1st July 2016 were collected. Those who did not mention the topic 

migration were filtered out. Regarding the “leave” camp political leaders, the speeches and 

declarations of Nigel Farage and of Boris Johnson published in the online editions of 

newspapers in the same period were collected. As a search key, were used the name of the 

politician and the name of the respective month and the year. The first two search results in 

the list were used. After all search results were collected, those not making any reference to 

migration were filtered out. In total, nine texts from the Government web page and a sample 

of 10 media articles were used. 

After aggregating the texts, i.e., politicians’ speeches and declarations that made 

reference to migration in the context of the Brexit referendum, a first stage of the analysis 

identified how the topic of migration was approached: was it referred to extensively, or 

mentioned as a side issue? If migration was the most covered topic, then which were the 

secondary ones? The next stage of the analysis focused on the discursive strategies employed 

in order to depict migrants in relation to the decision to remain or leave the European Union. 

The discursive strategies used by the Government and by the other political leaders were 

placed within the historical discourses concerning migration. The references to migration in 
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the context of Brexit were linked to the reactions towards the alleged migration risks of the 

EU’s expansion to the East.  

Also of relevance was the interdiscursivity between the Brexit discourse and the 

discourses around migration policies adopted in the past by the British authorities. Persuasion 

strategies were of interest, as they might have been achieved through sound arguments or by 

using fallacious arguments that influence the public suggestively and manipulatively (Reisigl 

2014). Of importance was whether the persuasion strategies used by the political leaders 

engaged the topoi which came to be typical of the exclusionary discourse on migrants: the 

topoi of parasitism and the topoi of infestation (Reisigl and Wodak 2001). 

A feeling that the border has been breached: anxiety towards 

people arriving from the EU’s Eastern Member States 

The UK Independence Party (UKIP) had been stirring the British public anxiety towards 

migration for some time before the Brexit referendum. Like challenger parties elsewhere in 

Europe in the aftermath of the economic crisis of the late 2000s (Hobolt and Tilley 2016), 

while the mainstream left and right converged on a policy of austerity and adherence to the 

fiscal policy-making guidelines of the EU, UKIP proposed an agenda focusing on the desire 

to reclaim national sovereignty by controlling immigration and taking back powers from the 

EU. Farage’s preference for depicting the citizens of Romania and Bulgaria as an 

unmanageable threat has a rather long history, dating back from the pre-accession period. 

After a visit to Romania in 2006, Farage concluded: “I spoke to Government officials in 

Bucharest. They told me ‘We have a problem in this country with Roma, but soon it will be 

yours.” (Daily Express 2006).  

The UK had not applied transitional restrictions on EU 8 workers. The influx of 

citizens from the new Member States was already at the forefront of the public debate. The 

dissatisfaction over the handling of the 2004 EU 8 accession amplified the fears towards 

Romania and Bulgaria joining the Union. Studies of British media coverage of the issue of 

migration from Romania and Bulgaria, such as that of Light and Young (2009), reveal that a 

“scare” preceded every step of the process of EU integration. Discourses of threat intensified 

(Light and Young, 2009: 287) as British tabloid newspapers announced an imminent invasion 

of thousands of Romanians and Bulgarians that were expected to raise levels of criminality 

and trigger an “explosion” in cases of tuberculosis (TB) and AIDS (The Sun 2006).  
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By playing this same card, UKIP managed to establish itself as the party with the 

third-largest number of votes overall (without winning any seats) in the 2015 General 

Elections. In order to achieve this, the party improved its position among British parties by 

assimilating Euro-skepticism with anti-migration and adopting a populist critique of the main 

political parties due to their alleged inability to deal with migration (Dennison and Goodwin 

2015: 172). It capitalized on the public debate over the lifting of transitional measures for 

Bulgaria and Romania. The party leader, Nigel Farage, predicted that catastrophic numbers 

of Romanians and Bulgarians would come to Britain starting with 2014. 

“This will be the biggest campaigning issue for UKIP in 2013 and one which will 

influence every local and by-election we fight.” (Nigel Farage) (Giannangeli 2012)  

“In Bulgaria, 46 percent of people are living below the poverty line. This is real 

poverty – not being able to feed your family – not the relative poverty David Cameron speaks 

about. If I was Bulgarian I’d be packing my bags now, getting ready to come to the UK on 

an unrestricted basis, in the secure knowledge that if I can’t get work, I’d get benefits and 

housing.” (Nigel Farage) (Giannangeli 2012)  

The postponement of free access for Bulgarian and Romanian workers was intended 

to protect the EU 15 Member States from the alleged poor and morally compromised 

individuals who planned to capitalize on their right to free movement by abusing welfare 

support and social services (Manolova 2017). The transitory conditions imposed on the free 

movement of Romanians were not sufficient to appease the fears of some parts of the British 

public. The end of transitional restrictions was looked at with anxiety not only by the British 

Government but also by the governments of Austria, Germany, and the Netherlands. This 

anxiety was expressed in April 2013 in a common letter of the respective countries’ Interior 

Ministers to the then Irish Presidency of the EU Council. The letter stated that “currently, a 

number of municipalities, towns, and cities in various Member States are under considerable 

strain by certain immigrants from the other Member States” (Letter to the Presidency 2013).  

In reference to the concept of boundaries and borders, the 2013 letter of the 

ministries of the interior can be seen as a means to draw the line between those considered 

the real citizens and the wrong kind of people coming from the other EU members states, 

especially from the new Member States (Guild 2016). According to Guild (2016), the letter 

discerns between the “nationals of the Member States and in whose name the interior 

ministers allegedly are acting, the Union citizens who enjoy that title because they comply 
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with EU secondary legislation as understood by the interior ministers, European citizens who 

are really immigrants because they fail to meet the requirements and Union citizens and their 

third-country nationals (family members) who are fraudulently using and abusing EU free 

movement rights to avoid national laws” (Guild 2016: 55). It is worth noticing that the latter 

two categories in the letter are not perceived as citizens exercising their rights but as 

immigrants abusing the freedom of movement. According to the four ministers, these people 

are not proper beneficiaries because they, by default, do not fulfill the requirements for the 

exercise of the right of free movement.  

The social security system is the likely domain for drawing the separation line 

between the desired and undesired migrants. Member States have exclusive competence for 

the design, organization, and funding of their social security systems. Within the overarching 

EU framework, the countries are free to decide who is entitled to be insured, which benefits 

are granted and under what conditions, and how benefits are calculated (D’Angelo and 

Kofman 2017). Hence, the social security system becomes a lever at the disposal of national 

governments to act as a filter of migrants, more specifically of migrants with limited 

resources.  

The existence of some level of nationalism in the allocation of welfare benefits is 

not a novelty. In some cases, the creation of welfare entitlements schemes had the defense or 

promotion of the nation as a reason. Migrant biographies may deviate from expectations of 

welfare states; consequently, the underpinning assumptions of welfare, which apply to 

citizens, can no longer be presupposed in migrants’ case (Bommes 2000). Though it means 

comparing two different welfare models (Esping- Andersen et al. 2002), one can extrapolate 

to the British case Michael Bommes’ (2000: 105) observations regarding German migration 

policies and their aim to reduce welfare provisions for those who are in a legal position to 

acquire permanent residence permits. Western European states facing increased migration, 

such as Germany and Great Britain, redefine welfare recipients by introducing the criteria of 

legal residence and participation in the labor market to reduce welfare access for migrants 

and keep migration flows under control. 

British politicians packaged policy proposals for managing the public discontent at 

the arrival of the poor from the new EU Member States as measures to counter welfare 

tourism. The idea that the UK was a welfare magnet was common on all sides of the British 

political spectrum. In 2013, the Conservative Government announced increasing restrictions 
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on welfare rights for what it saw as EU migrants. The pro-European Liberal Democrats 

supported limitations on the right to free movement of future entrants as well as limitations 

for new entrants coming as self-employed. Subsequently, the Liberal Democrats leaders 

supported Cameron’s proposals to restrict access to benefits for Jobs Seekers Allowance, 

child benefits, and child tax credits to three months instead of six months as from November 

2014, under the condition that the individual had been in the UK for three months. The 

Labour Party supported that only those who had previously paid national insurance be 

eligible for welfare payments (D’Angelo and Kofman 2017: 188). The inflated figures and 

scary stories used by the tabloid papers sustained the growing anti-immigration feeling in the 

mainstream political discourse (D’Angelo and Kofman 2017: 189). 

“So, welfare and training reform are a key part of our approach to immigration. 

Indeed, one of the problems that the Government has had in the past when it comes to 

immigration is that it’s been working in silos. Controlling immigration has been a job for the 

Home Office, but the reality is you can’t control immigration if you have a welfare system 

that takes no account of who it’s paying out to. You can’t control immigration if you have a 

healthcare system that takes no account of the people using it. And you can’t control 

immigration if you have a housing policy that doesn’t take account of how long people have 

lived and contributed to a local area.” (David Cameron’s immigration speech) (Prime 

Minister’s Office 2013)  

In the build-up to the Brexit referendum, a majority of the British public opinion 

seemed to favor the proposal to place restrictions on EU citizens claiming benefits. This 

prevalent attitude might be a good indicator of what the public came to perceive as the main 

issue of free movement. An IPSOS-Mori poll conducted late June/early July 2016 confirms 

this hypothesis, as 60 percent of the participants in the study answered that freedom of 

movement should be restricted. Seventy percent of respondents said that their option for 

restrictions was due to pressure on public services, fifty-nine percent due to the number 

coming to the UK to claim benefits, and fifty-five percent because of pressure on housing. 

Support for staying in the Union dropped from fifty-two percent to thirty-six percent when 

considering a scenario under which freedom of movement was not limited (IPSOS-Mori 

2016). And it seems that the figures confirm immigration as the single most important factor 

influencing the decision of voters in the Brexit referendum (Khan 2016). The same IPSOS- 

Mori Issues Index followed the public attitude towards migration up to the Brexit referendum 
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and after. In the wake of the victory of the “leave” camp, an analysis of the statistics 

concluded that the outcome of the EU referendum coincided with an increase of ten percent 

in respondents saying immigration was the biggest issue faced by the country (Khan 2016). 

This peak in May- June 2016 was also the moment when immigration took prominence over 

all other topics in the referendum campaign, such as the economy. 

The UK Government arguments to strengthen the welfare 

boundary 

One preliminary observation about the speeches of the Cameron Government in the period 

March- June 2016 is that they favor to a great extent the topic of the economy. The arguments 

of the “remain” camp, most importantly of the Prime Minister, are built on economic 

indicators that highlight the advantages of being a member of the EU single market. As the 

vote statistics show, these arguments fell short of influencing a majority of the electorate. 

Hence, the “leave” camp moved the focus of the campaign away from any facts-based 

arguments. The catastrophic economy scenarios made by experts were likely to be countered 

by an already existing resentment against experts, as well as against elites in general, be it 

intellectual or political (Glencross 2016: 3). 

“I don’t think we should risk our economy. We shouldn’t risk the investment that a 

company like this brings into Britain. So I think the most important argument in this debate 

is the one about our economy.” (Prime Minister’s Office 2016 Caterpilar) 

Immigration is present in David Cameron’s speeches but to a lesser extent than the 

economy. Free movement is presented as the backside of retaining the advantages of the 

common market. Free movement is the necessary price that even countries that are not EU 

members, such as Norway and Switzerland, have to pay in order to have access to the EU 

market. 

“If we chose the Norway option and said we’re going to stay in the single market 

because it’s so important for our jobs, we’d have to accept free movement of people. In fact, 

Norway doesn’t even have the deal. I’ve got to make sure people have to pay in before they 

get out on welfare. So that’s the choice.” (Prime Minister’s Office 2016 Caterpilar) 

Though secondary to the economic aspects, the coverage of migration in the Prime 

Minister’s speeches is highly relevant as it underlines that the rights of EU citizens in Britain 

should be defined by the host Member State in the interests of the protection of its own 
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nationals. For the Prime Minister, the EU citizens are immigrants subject to authorization 

from state bureaucracies on whether they can enter, reside, work, and enjoy family reunion 

in the host state. The Prime Minister’s coverage of the issue of migration marks a transition 

from entitlement and rights of citizens to precarity and exclusion of foreigners (Guild 2016). 

As free movement was presented as the necessary cost, the “remain” camp in the 

Conservative party emphasized the importance of the renegotiation of access to welfare of 

EU citizens. What is moreover interesting for this research is that the Government engaged 

in distinguishing between deserving and non-deserving recipients of welfare in ways that 

bore consequences not only on the entitlement to welfare but also framed their worthiness as 

people. The changes to the conditions of welfare entitlement have to be looked at within the 

intention of keeping the undeserving migrants out, which the British Government set out as 

early as 2013. 

Prime Minister Cameron’s intended limitations on access to welfare protection of 

EU citizens are in line with the Conservative Party’s policies to curtail the access of persons 

from abroad to the welfare state from the 1980s onwards. As a broadly “liberal” welfare 

regime (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002), low support of the British public for redistribution to 

outsider groups is expectable (Balch and Balabanova 2016). The UK welfare system has been 

for decades on the path of restructuring that targeted those deemed undeserving (Sales 2002: 

457). Previous waves of immigration to the UK, from Ireland and the former colonies, had 

also been enabled by free movement frameworks but were replaced with permission-based 

frameworks. A retreat from the rights-based migration policy of the 1948 British Nationality 

Act took place in 1962 and 1981 (Dennison and Geddes 2018: 1140). The major discursive 

frame in introducing restrictions was welfare abuse and fraud. Claims of abuse, opportunism, 

and benefit tourism to fraudulent entry were used to justify the restrictions (Sainsbury 2012), 

which, in their turn, followed the logic of marginalizing alleged welfare abusers while barring 

migrants from social integration and ensuring that migration is reversible (Geddes 2001: 

143). For example, in 1996 and 1999, asylum legislation was introduced to restrict welfare 

benefits in order to deter so-called bogus asylum seekers.  

After the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act, asylum ceased to be enforced as a 

human right but was rather organized as a political discretion (Geddes 2001: 137) to curb 

migration flows instead of facilitating the settlement of those allowed to remain (Sales 2002: 

457). The myth of the welfare-scrounging bogus asylum seeker (Geddes 2001: 137) 
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permeated welfare policy and was reflected in measures that used social exclusion as a means 

to prevent unwanted migration (Sales 2002). At the same time, the community of legitimate 

welfare receivers was reassured and delineated from the category of perceived illegitimate 

migrants. The welfare state, instead of offering the means of inclusion and participation, 

rather marginalized asylum seekers.  

As in the case of asylum, welfare control on EU citizens resulted in the construction 

of different categories of “EU migrants”. Unlike in the case of asylum seekers, for Eastern 

European unwanted migrants, barriers could not be set higher by the British Government 

without the interference of the European Union. Hence the complicated negotiation the 

Cameron Government had to go through. Though the outcome of the negotiations failed to 

be perceived as a resounding victory and, in the end, it did not turn the faith of the referendum, 

the concessions requested by the British side reveal the fear towards EU citizens. The 

demands amount to nothing less than a restriction of EU citizens’ entitlement to move and 

reside in the UK (Guild 2016: 76).  

“But we need to go further to reduce the numbers coming here. As I have said 

previously, we can reduce the flow of people coming from within the EU by reducing the 

draw that our welfare system can exert across Europe. So we have proposed that people 

coming to Britain from the EU must live here and contribute for four years before they qualify 

for in-work benefits or social housing. And that we should end the practice of sending child 

benefit overseas.” (PM’s letter to President of the European Council) (Prime Minister’s 

Office 2016) 

In the letter to the President of the EU Council in which the demands were set out, 

the section concerning free movement is entitled ‘Immigration’. Under the same optics as in 

the 2013 letter of the Ministers of the Interior, this is a shift from entitlement and rights of 

citizens to precarity and exclusion of foreigners (Guild 2016: 15). It is assumed that it was 

UKIP that imposed the term ‘EU immigrant’ so decisively in public debate. By looking at 

Prime Minister Cameron’s choice of terms when referring to EU citizens, it might be assumed 

that his strategy opened the way for UKIP’s success. Referring to EU citizens as ‘immigrants’ 

further exacerbated the British self-perception as substantially distinct from Europeans 

(Dennison and Geddes 2018: 1140). At the same time, all Europeans in the UK were placed 

under an umbrella term with rather negative connotations. 
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And while UKIP made the gains among British voters, the Cameron Government 

persuaded the EU Commission to approach EU citizens as immigrants and to propose a 

safeguard mechanism that was intended as “a solution to the United Kingdom’s concerns 

about the exceptional inflow of workers from elsewhere in the European Union that it has 

seen over the last years” (European Council 2016). The safeguard mechanism meant that the 

Commission proposed a roll-back of the protection directive 2004/38 offered to EU citizens 

against arbitrary expulsion and of EU citizens’ rights overall (Guild 2016: 79). If applied, the 

mechanism would have opened the way for discrimination on the basis of nationality. The 

mechanism proposed a softening of protection against other forms of discrimination, as 

suspicion and prejudice regarding EU citizens’ activities would not have to be confirmed by 

a court of justice as grounds for expulsion. On the contrary, the fears of administrators 

regarding an EU citizen would be sufficient to do so. 

The recurrent adjustments of social support by the British Government in response 

to perceived migration pressures indicates an alignment between the grasp of welfare and the 

“us” in-group. The perceived legitimate/ illegitimate divide between welfare receivers seems 

to coincide with the border between those considered to have a genuine claim to reside on 

British soil and those who do not. These changes have intensified differences among the local 

population and migrants as well as among different categories of migrants, with a widening 

gap between the rights of the most precarious and the long-term secure residents (Sales 

2002:461). Aside from the formal restriction to social services and, subsequently, to rights, 

the official discourse of “illegitimate migrants” likely spurs discriminatory practices and adds 

informal institutional barriers. Access to rights is dependent not merely on formal status but 

on social divisions based on gender, class, and ethnicity (Kofman et al. 2000). 

Reinstate a physical border: the rhetoric of the “leave” camp 

Though dramatic in its effects over the right of free movement (Guild 2016), the technical 

aspects of welfare entitlement renegotiation were unlikely to be of interest to the general 

public (Glencross 2016). The so-called success of the negotiations in Brussels helped the 

campaign of the “leave” camp, especially that of UKIP. Even if it was promoted as a major 

Government achievement that should appease migration concerns, the 36 pages conclusions 

document of the February European Council became a symbol for the Eurosceptics’ message 
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that the EU was “irreformable” (Glencross 2016). Moreover, the Government’s discourse of 

the deserving and non-deserving migrants played into the hands of the anti-EU camp. 

The “remain” lead in the polls gradually vanished as the referendum campaign came 

to focus on controlling immigration. The “leave” campaign chose to counter the pro-

European pro-common market arguments by underlining that migration control was 

restricted by the common market itself. Prime Minister Cameron’s attempts to discern among 

the good and the undeserving migrants were undermined by his own party members. The 

“leave” supporters inside the Conservative Party downplayed the possibility of controlling 

migration while still an EU member, as well as the role of expert opinions in decision making 

(Glencross 2016: 44). 

“it is deeply corrosive of popular trust in politics that every year people in power 

say they can cut immigration” (Boris Johnson) (The Telegraph 2016) 

“people in this country have had enough of experts” (Michael Gove) (The Telegraph 

2016) 

Overall, the Conservatives’ policies during the summer of 2016 were reactions to 

changes in public opinion that were both reflected and led by the media. Tabloids had gained 

an influential role in setting the agenda on immigration, and these newspapers reproduced 

mostly the messages against it. As confirmed by Bennett’s analysis of messages on social 

networks (Bennet, 2016), the Government attempted to stay in tune with the public debate 

led by the populist UKIP party, which had anti-migration as its focus. UKIP represented itself 

as the single source of truth in the name of a true, real, or unitary popular voice (Freeden 

2017). By this, it rejected plurality and exacerbated the fears of an anxious public, which 

were positioned as the “authentic” people. With the help of tabloid media, UKIP managed to 

impose its own electorate as “the people” and their fear of migrants as the main topic of the 

Brexit campaign. 

In his argumentation, Nigel Farage often uses the topos of cultural difference to 

equate Europe to failed multiculturalism (Bennet 2016). Reference to Eastern Europeans is 

made in order to support the superiority of the more advanced British culture for which the 

tides and floods of migrants are a threat. Hostility towards migration from (post-socialist) 

Eastern European EU Member States, in particular, is channeled to a politically focused 

antagonism towards Britain’s membership in the EU (Yildiz and De Genova 2017). A yearly 

increase of about 25 percent or more since 2012 in the numbers of Romanians and Bulgarians 
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in Britain (Office for National Statistics 2017) was exploited as a confirmation that UKIP is 

the only political player able to anticipate the effects of free movement, unlike the political 

establishment. Let alone that many Eastern Europeans did not match Farage’s description of 

welfare profiteers, higher numbers of voters got to hope that UKIP’s strategy to take Britain 

out of the EU would protect them against the economic and cultural effects of the 

demographic change brought about by migration (Dennison and Goodwin 2015).  

UKIP’s “Say No to EU” campaign actually entailed a very calculated and manifold 

degradation of the EU citizenship of both British and non-British alike (Yildiz and De 

Genova, 2017). This strategy was underpinned by the conflation of the working-class 

“Eastern European” migrants with the more specific abjection of – often homeless – Roma. 

The success of such arguments stands as proof that anti-Roma racism is neither an aberrant 

relic nor a “local” peculiarity of Eastern European countries, but rather a potent and viral 

agent in contemporary European anti-immigrant nativism (van Baar 2015). 

Furthermore, UKIP cast doubt on the credibility of the “remain” campaign by 

throwing unlikely but highly unpopular scenarios as Turkey’s accession or that of overflows 

of refugees into the debate. Despite the gross misrepresentation of the issues, the “remain” 

camp assurances were easily linked to the electorate’s memory of the Blair Government 

miscalculations of the influx post the 2004 enlargement. Unlike the Cameron Government 

and the other parties that adjusted their message to the shifts in public opinion, UKIP 

exploited each event and recontextualized it within its message against Europe. The party 

reacted to the 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris by linking Europe, migration, and terrorism (The 

Independent 2015). For the refugees in Calais, Farage called on the army to intervene to 

defend Britain. (The Telegraph 2015).  

The anti-immigration discourse of the Brexit campaign is also a very good example 

of what Walters (2010) describes as the depoliticized representation of migration as a chain 

in which the origins primarily relate to the “disorderly” regions from which the migrants 

come. The pro-Brexit camp gave the image of an EU in which immigration and its causes 

always run in “from the distant, corrupt, chaotic borderlands of ‘failed states’ and ‘conflict 

zones’, through the weakly-policed borders and cities of transit countries’, and into the heart 

of European territory” (Walters 2010: 89). This image prevailed to such an extent that a 

majority of the public came to believe as necessary to separate the United Kingdom from 
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Europe through the erection of borders even there where an open border has been a factor for 

peace, namely the Irish border. 

The “leave” campaign’s nostalgic arguments for reinstating the British border aimed 

at defending the superiority of Britishness from a dangerous Europe makes a good example 

of what van Houtum and van Naersen name as early as 2002 “a relentless reproduction of 

mythically imagined borders of the past and scalar fixation of borders of solidarity” (van 

Houtum and van Naersen 2002: 128). Van Houtum and van Naersen (2002) explain that the 

liberalization and cross-border integration deliberately sought by the EU has as a backside 

the increasing need to protect what is imagined as one’s own legacy and economic welfare. 

The opening of borders spurs the tendency to protect familiarity and certainty. 

Amidst the proliferating discourses of “migrant crisis” and “refugee emergencies” 

that have been at the forefront of the European public debate in 2015, the fact that rhetoric of 

the kind practiced by UKIP took prominence in the 2016 Brexit campaign and ultimately 

decided the fate of Britain in the EU, points out that at stake was not so much a threat from 

“immigrants” as socio-economic competitors, but rather as a threat to the imagined British 

moral community. In order for the internal sameness, unity, and sense of belonging to be 

confirmed, the creation of an outsider was necessary. In this sense, history, ancestry, religion, 

and morality intertwined in the form of nationalism that creates the outsider (Gullestad 2002). 

Conclusions 

The Brexit campaign and the build-up to it are the epitomai of how the outsiders are 

strategically portrayed as invaders and parasites in order to reclaim territorially binding 

powers. Through the reinforcement of the discourses of invasion and infestation, the control 

of local identities is re-strengthened. The success of these discourses is yet another 

confirmation of the assertion that the post-9/11 world seems to be marked to a large extent 

by fear (van Houtum et al. 2005). Transnationalism and immigration are perceived as 

dangerous streams that risk flooding the protective and protected lands of domestic 

sovereignty (van Houtum et al. 2005). 

The discourses associated with Brexit counter those of a borderless Europe and 

reveal that notwithstanding the growth of mobility across the EU, the number of ordered and 

bordered identities has not diminished (van Houtum et al. 2005). The multiple layers of 

possible identification have increased. The extent to which the receiving population is willing 
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or prepared to overcome feelings of fear and exclusivity determines who is permitted to cross 

the borders and who is perceived as rightfully belonging. The ‘here-there’ and ‘us-them’ cut-

off points are marked through the construction of mutually reinforcing physical and visible 

walls and fences as well as by invisible boundaries (Newman 2006: 177). In this context, the 

desire to control and reclaim space has recently found new political adherents and partisans. 

The “leave” campaigners in the UK are examples of neoconservatives that counter the logic 

of progressive cosmopolitanism and transnationalism by reworking the territorial foundations 

of national sovereignty through bordering practices (Buck-Morss 2003). 

The chain of negotiations, transitional restrictions, and exceptions from the 

principles of freedom of movement were legal barriers meant to curb the mobility of the poor 

and of those perceived as threateningly different. As indicated by Guild (2016), the British 

Government’s demands to the EU reduced rights-bearing EU citizens to threatening migrants 

that needed to be filtered out. These legal barriers responded to and, at the same time, 

exacerbated the invisible boundaries that separated “immigrants” from the unmarked citizens 

who “belonged” (Gullestad 2002).  

The considerable moral and political weight the issue of migration has had in a 

major decision such as remaining or leaving the European Union can also be explained by 

the fact that among of the three pillars bearing on the management of migration, namely the 

economy, humanitarianism, and the police, the latter is taking prominence. The importance 

of immigration is related to the construction of borders and boundaries, in other words, of 

sovereignty and identity (Fassin 2011). Or, according to Etienne Balibar (1998), borders are 

“no longer the shores of politics but . . . the space of the political itself”. 
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13 This chapter is based on: Ciulinaru, D. (2018). Roma Mobility in the EU: Cosmopolitanism from 

Below or the Cosmopolitan Exception? In Caraus, T, Paris, E (eds.) Migration, Protest Movements, 

and the Politics of Resistance: A Radical Political Philosophy of Cosmopolitanism, Routledge 2018. 
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Analyzing the EU’s countries’ responses to Eastern European Roma mobility, such as 

evictions, displacements, and expulsions, the chapter shows how this mobility of EU citizens 

fails to conform to the implicit normativity of the freedom of movement. Thus, freedom of 

movement reveals itself as a juridical construction, part of the cosmopolitanism from above 

as instantiated by the EU funding principles. The chapter covers the perception of a mobility 

of the Roma as distinct from the freedom of movement and rather as “natural” unregulated 

“nomadism”. The chapter further examines if Roma mobility and its complementary forms 

of resistance could be considered as cosmopolitanism from below. 
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There has been much debate over the European Union’s potential as a cosmopolitan project 

underpinned by a notion of universalism as a shared sense of belonging that counters national 

narratives and centuries-old divisions (Baban 2013). Jurgen Habermas (2001) proposes a 

cosmopolitan European project that is based on norms, values, and a procedural framework 

of constitutionalism that would overcome the divisive nationalism’s powerful appeal to 

cultural belonging. The supra-national thick web of institutions backed by norms, treaties, 

and legislation is expected to extend connectivity among people and dilute borders (Beck and 

Grande 2007). 

For minorities such as the Roma, the EU seems to be an opportunity for forms of 

belonging that transcends national belonging and citizenship, as well as a political space 

where rights are guaranteed without being completely national nor completely transnational 

(McGarry 2017). Hence, a cosmopolitan EU founded on human rights offers protection 

against excesses of sovereignty, and at the same time, supplants the lack of protection to 

those excluded from citizenship or from the political community (McManus 2013). 

Specifically, for the Roma, European integration seems a possible cessation of discrimination 

within ethnically homogeneous nation-states, as the Union was granted a specific legal 

competence in combating discrimination. A legal basis for the adoption of measures 

combating discrimination on the grounds of sex, racial or ethnic origin, age, disability, 

religion, and sexual orientation was introduced by the Treaty of Amsterdam. Hence, the 

Community acquired the competence to adopt measures against racial or ethnic 

discrimination. Moreover, the Treaty of Amsterdam proclaimed the prevention and 

combating of racism and xenophobia as a central objective of the EU. In 2008, the Council 

adopted a Framework Decision on combating certain forms and expressions of racism and 

xenophobia by means of criminal law. The Decision promoted full and effective judicial 

cooperation between EU Member States. Inclusive implementation of the principle of equal 

treatment between persons was intended through a new Directive proposed by the 

Commission regarding the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of 

religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual orientation in 2008. In what discrimination of 

minorities is concerned, the Lisbon treaty proved a step forward. The Treaty of Lisbon 

articulates the Union’s values in Article 2: 

“The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, 

democracy, equality, the rule of law, and respect for human rights, including the rights of 
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persons belonging to minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society 

in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity, and equality between 

women and men prevail.” 

The specific mention of minorities is not independent of the accession process of 

Eastern European states. Accession agreements included human rights standards against 

which the new members had been held accountable, and the Lisbon treaty formalized these 

human rights standards and recognized their importance. The difficult situation of the Roma 

in these new Member States was an important argument for the protection of minority rights 

at the EU level (Zahn 2009: 11). These stipulations emphasize equality and non-

discrimination as core principles of EU law. Even more so, provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon 

purposefully mentioned the rights of minorities, acknowledging the more precarious position 

of these people in the face of discrimination. 

While the European project is a significant achievement in establishing an 

institutional and legislative framework to create a supra-national space, the supra-national 

institutions are perceived as distant and bureaucratic and failed to generate a sense of 

European belonging as they are regarded by the public rather as hostile to local differences 

and distinctive cultures (Baban 2013). And this seems to be a substantial shortcoming of an 

EU grounded in abstract proceduralism as proposed by Habermas. In response to population 

movements, transnational flows, and diverse cultures within European countries, Beck and 

Grande (2007) theorize that ethnic and cultural plurality should be the EU central governing 

principle, while the same flows render national frameworks obsolete. 

Even so, in a context in which humanist discourses of rights and freedom are 

interwoven with increasingly violent practices of military humanism (Chomsky 1999), it is 

to be questioned whether the EU’s principles of human rights enshrined in treaties and 

slogans of “unity and diversity” are genuine and untouched by strategies that reinforce 

exclusion and oppression. In the following sections, I will be approaching the mobility of 

poor Eastern European Roma across the EU as a novel form of resistance and elusion of 

sovereign national power. Subsequently, I will be questioning the potential of the EU as a 

cosmopolitan project in offering the Roma as human-rights bearers, protection against the 

excesses of sovereign power meant to contain this mobility. 
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Exclusion and resistance reflected in the historical discourses 

about the Roma 

Roma designates a rather heterogeneous population comprising groups with otherwise loose 

connections. The main traits that the majority uses to classify this heterogeneous group are 

their lack of a territorial, historical, or organizational space to be called their own 

(Engebrigtsen 2014: 204). This is the main difference this chapter will consider relevant for 

the Roma in the EU. 

Both national and supranational authorities have led numerous strategies in recent 

years to “integrate” the Roma “minorities” and “improve” their material living conditions 

(Yıldız and De Genova 2017). Despite this, substantial progress is yet to be made. The 

“Decade of Roma Inclusion” collaboration between 12 European countries, the World Bank, 

and the Open Society Foundation accomplished some progress in literacy levels, completion 

of primary education, and access to health insurance. But overall, the Roma face daily 

struggles that no other ethnic group in Europe faces (Jovanovic 2015). 

In order to have a symmetrical position in relation to the majority population, the 

Roma would have to be characterized by territory, history, and leadership and to make claims 

on a similar basis: more territory, more justice, more support to develop knowledge, 

language, and history to strengthen both the ethnicity aspect and the groupness (Engebrigtsen, 

2014: 204). In a similar manner, the lack of own space frames the Roma’s relation with the 

nation-states. The nation-states are based on a relationship between people and territory, on 

the idea of central power and on citizenship, on disciplined adherence to these systems 

(Engebrigtsen, 2014: 202). The contrast between the Roma and the majority population has 

had its role in national identity construction across Europe. The nation-state relies on national 

cohesion in the form of homogeneity and on the centralization of power and surveillance 

through the citizens’ faithfulness towards the state. In Eastern Europe, the creation of nation-

states meant ethnic wars, population swaps, and the exodus of ethnic groups found at that 

point on what had become the territory of another nation. There was no land of the Roma, so 

despite their residence in some areas for centuries, they were constructed as the permanently 

exiled other. Later, when the wide public became aware of the Indian origin of the Roma, 

this was integrated into the nationalist discourse. It is not uncommon in present-day Romania 

to hear the argument that the Roma should go to India, as that is their homeland (Peltonen 

2010: 94). The historical forms of discrimination against the Roma in Europe evolved 
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towards the prevalence of the argument that the Roma were less than human and that the only 

solution for their control was extermination. The Holocaust was the peak of the nationalist 

need to control and eliminate racial and ethnic differences (McVeigh 1997). 

The centuries-old discourses about the mischievous and backward nature of the 

Roma are embedded in the culture of the majority population, and when these discourses are 

mobilized, they are seldom put under question. “Discourses” mean frameworks for defining 

what is “real” and “true” and that permeate talk, text, institutional attitudes, and policies 

(Schneeweis 2009: 7). In the case of the relation between the majority and the Roma, a 

discursive fear of difference is entrenched in a historical ideological structure with roots 

going back to Enlightenment concepts of rationality and civilization/civility (Schneeweis 

2009: 8). Discourses of fear that construct and justify that the Roma are different humans 

impact the mere existence of this minority. The current immigration public scare is an 

interpretation in a contemporary European setting of discourses about the Roma. Though 

rediscovered by politicians in the context of increasing anxiety about migrants during the 

economic downturn after 2008, Roma migration from Eastern Europe to the West had been 

happening for more than two decades. Romanian Roma, as well as Roma from other countries 

of the former Eastern Bloc, started migrating West soon after the fall of the Iron Curtain. By 

1992, there was an estimate of 70,000 Roma refugees in Germany alone. Another popular 

target country was France (Karoly 2017). Hence, many Eastern European Roma had been in 

Western European cities for decades. But given the socio-economic context, it took only a 

push from the political class to re-ignite the imagination of the public about the invading 

savage Gypsies. 

Another important discourse adopted by the majority is that regarding the wicked 

means of the Roma. The shady businesses with which the Roma are associated in the 

imagination of the majority make them the usual culprit for many other crimes. Roma have 

been for centuries the suspects for child disappearances, for example. And this is an 

association that, even in 2015, people are fast to make, if one was to consider the case of 

Briton tourists in Cyprus accusing a group of Romanian Roma of trying to kidnap their 

children, despite police investigation not finding any proof of wrongdoing by those accused 

(EVZ 2015). Another recent example is the complicated story of the little blond girl in Greece 

who was under the care of a Roma couple, which police – and the whole world it seemed – 

suspected of child trafficking mainly because the child did not look Roma (The Telegraph 
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2015). The natural mother, who was Roma herself, backed the story of the couple and 

admitted having them entrusted the child. The case is still not solved, but the story re-ignited 

the image of the child-snatching Roma. 

As they are always on the “other’s territory”, some Roma adopt strategies of 

maintaining autonomy which are “clever tricks” within the order established by the majority 

(Engebrigtsen 2014). Many Roma make a living by filling the niches not available for most 

of the majority population: informal economy activities, begging, scavenging, and even petty 

crime. Such strategies are hard to justify in front of the majority population, who perceive 

those who undertake these strategies as “free riders” or even parasitic. It is not just these 

strategies that are found unjustifiable by the majority population but any of the claims of the 

Roma, even when it comes to the protection of universal human rights. 

Mobility itself is interpreted as a part of the intrinsic nomadic nature of an ever-

unassimilated descendant of “non-European” ancestors. Discourses of nomadism primarily 

used to regulate Romani minorities domestically have increasingly been mobilized to manage 

the newly emerged mobilities of the Roma (van Baar 2011: 209). The folklore halo of the 

nomad Gypsies serves as a justification for treating contemporary Roma mobility as a 

“European problem” of undisciplined and disruptive mobility (Yıldız and De Genova 2017: 

11) with strategies of statist as well as extra-state of both coercive immobilization and forced 

mobilization. The following section will give examples of these strategies. While the former 

has to do with attempts of curbing Roma migration and with segregation, the latter has to do 

with campaigns of eviction, displacement, and expulsions. 

“Nomadism” vs. freedom of movement: Roma mobilities in the 

EU, strategies for mobility and resistance 

Though derived from their European citizen status, the mobility of the Roma from Eastern 

European Member States happens despite various strategies meant to contain and prevent it. 

For the Roma that are poor, free movement is a path riddled with the dangers derived from a 

mix of welfare protectionism, criminalization, and securitization strategies (Aradau et al. 

2013: 138) set into place by the receiving local and national authorities. Many of the Roma 

do not fit the imagined profile of the educated and skilled free-moving European and move 

across the EU by eluding, ignoring, and resisting physical and symbolic obstacles. In this 
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sense, the Roma use what Tamara Caraus names strategies of making oneself invisible and 

visible (Caraus 2018). 

The Roma are invisible in the sense that they constitute “irregular” mobilities for 

the authorities (Kóczé 2017; Vrăbiescu and Kalir 2017). They often cross nation-state borders 

by means such as ad hoc minibus services where no formal tickets are issued, and private 

cars owned and driven by members of the same households or by other people in their 

network of relatives and acquaintances (Hepworth 2015: 104–105; Djuve et al. 2015: 78). 

The informal networks of transporters are complemented by informal networks of lenders 

that provide the money necessary to make the journey in exchange for interests (Djuve et al. 

2015: 78). Due to the border-crossing regime for EU citizens, the in/outflows are impossible 

to follow, and numbers are difficult to estimate. It is less likely that the Roma register their 

stay at the police, especially when considering those that do not have a residence. 

The lack of access to housing for those with limited resources results in the common 

situation that some Roma find themselves homeless by night, often sleeping outdoors or in 

makeshift shelters on public or private property. Their presence in the public space and their 

persistence despite the lack of a regular habitation solution makes this population also very 

visible at the same time. The unease of the receiving population at the sight of the destitute 

state of these people is one important reason why their presence is so controversial (Ciulinaru 

2017). Depending on what habitation solutions are available, some Easter European Roma 

alternate between sleeping directly under the open sky, under stairs or bicycle racks, in 

makeshift sheds next to the railways or in the forests, in caravans, in night shelters, or in 

rented rooms they share with several other people. The Roma from Romania I came across 

on the streets of Paris, Stockholm, and Salzburg usually had to alternate between several 

solutions that helped them get through the night: a couple of nights in a shelter ran by the city 

administration or a charity, followed by some nights under the clear sky, some nights in a 

rented room shared with many people, and so on. 

The so-called camps, the informal settlements of Roma from Eastern Europe, got 

much attention because of the campaigns of evictions and removal across Europe. A census 

of a camp demolition by the police in Naples in 2015 counted 128 wood structures and 12 

brick structures on an area of 30,000 square meters. This particular camp had been set up in 

the perimeter of a refuse collection point. Details such as improvised energy supply and scrap 

lying around completed the image of the notoriously bad living conditions (La Republica 
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2015). Still, in the absence of alternative habitation, those evacuated likely set up another 

improvised settlement elsewhere. In Stockholm, for example, there has been an ongoing hide 

and seeker game between police and the inhabitants of the camps in the forests around the 

city. Before the destruction of the settlement, the inhabitants salvaged what they could and 

moved to a new location in the forest until a new eviction order was received. The same 

group of people could be evicted even more than once a month (Ciulinaru 2017). 

The same people who try to conceal their presence in the forests have to make 

themselves visible in order to make a living, especially if this relies on begging or on selling 

the street-people newspapers. It is impossible at this point to estimate how many of the street 

beggars in Western European cities are Roma from Eastern Europe. In France, for example, 

33% of the Roma people who lived in informal settlements and who participated in a survey 

indicated begging as a source of income (ERRC 2014: 32). A comparative study in the three 

Scandinavian capitals found that the average income obtained from begging by the 

Romanians living on the streets was higher than the average income obtained through cans 

collecting, even though more respondents indicated the latter as their main source of income 

(Djuve et al. 2015: 68). So, at least from the point of view of importance as a source of 

income, begging remains a valuable strategy. 

The demographics and approaches of the homeless Eastern Europeans who beg are 

adapted to the specificities of the receiving city. Begging seems to be practiced more often 

by Roma than non-Roma and by women rather than men. This might have to do with both 

structural and cultural factors. From a cultural point of view, the acceptance among the Roma 

of survival strategies that people from the majority population would consider humiliating 

could be interpreted as a form of resistance towards the values and ideals of the majority. 

Begging might well be, at the same time, the last resort of those who have very little skills 

for practicing other income-generating activities. In the aforementioned 2015 study by Djuve 

et al., a majority of respondents agreed with the statements “If I could get a regular job here, 

I would prefer that to begging” and “It is humiliating for a decent person to beg”. In the cities 

where approaching passers-by for money is forbidden, beggars adopt a strategy of sitting in 

one place in a very humble pose. Even in cities where begging is banned altogether, there are 

still Roma that practice it. For example, in Copenhagen, 40% of the Eastern European Roma 

street people had begged in the week prior to participating in the study conducted by Djuve 

et al. (2015). Children participate in begging, too, depending on the practices of the child 
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protection authorities in the respective countries. Based on various media reports, children 

are common among the Roma beggars in Italy and France but uncommon in Finland. 

There is a certain prevalence of petty crime among the populations of the homeless 

and the street workers from Romania (Djuve et al. 2015), but likely the dimension is 

overestimated because of the attention the phenomenon receives from the media and, by the 

tendency of the public to suspect the Roma of crimes and to not discern among the different 

categories of Eastern European Roma. In the public debate, criminality is one of the main 

characteristics that are attributed to the Roma that live and make a living on the streets. 

Professional crime requires both skills and contacts, and the majority of homeless migrants 

do not dispose of either of them (Djuve et al. 2015). Hence, the worse off of the Roma are 

less likely to be systematically involved in crime. On the other hand, in order to get by, the 

worse off have to set up illegal shelters on properties, tap into the electrical grid and 

occasionally steal metal parts to sell them as scrap. Occurrences of begging places being sold, 

as well as beggars having to exclusively use the services of one particular transporter, indicate 

the incipient features of people smuggling, the Roma themselves being the victim. 

Strategies for restricting Roma mobility 

EU integration has spurred the collective imagination over who is a true European and who 

is not. This is a process of constructing not only the “different other” but of the “outsider”, 

the one who does not justifiably belong in Europe. The border discussed in this chapter does 

not match the outer borders of the EU Member States. The borders discussed are of economic 

and ethnic nature. Economic and race factors work together in the elaboration and in the 

enactment of immigration rules. It is hard to set which of the two plays the important role 

(Melis 2001: 7–17). Before the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU in 2007, 

agreements were signed between the then French Minister of the Interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, 

and the Romanian government for the return and reintegration of Roma Romanian citizens, 

or International Organization for Migration’s voluntary return programs. The program did 

little to improve integration as it was mainly used to return to home countries for short periods 

of rest before heading back to France (Nacu, 2012: 137). Rather, such measures added to 

social inequalities and ethnic discrimination. For example, Nacu (2012) indicates that Roma 

were more often asked for informal payments by border police. 
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After Romania’s EU integration, the free movement inside the Union made it less 

possible for the Roma to be filtered in the country of origin. Excepting ongoing criminal 

procedures, there are no preconditions that a person has to fulfill, which can be used as a 

reason for denying exit. This used to be the case with the possibility for home country 

authorities to confiscate passports of those who had overstayed the three-month tourist period 

allowed in the Schengen area. Now policing happens in the country of destination, and the 

home country police are involved (Vrăbiescu 2020). Followed or not by repatriations, the 

eviction of Roma’s informal settlements has become a common occurrence in Europe. The 

much-mediated campaigns in Italy in 2008 and in France in 2010 were followed by criticism 

from both the NGO sector and the EU and UN level, which especially voiced concerns about 

the discriminatory nature of the measures.  

Back in 2008, the Italian government went as far as to declare a state of emergency 

due to a “nomad menace” and planned a census including compulsory fingerprinting of camp 

inhabitants, predominately Roma. The state of emergency concerned the regions of 

Lombardia, Lazio, and Campania. The respective prefects received powers derogating from 

the rules of law in force, for carrying out the monitoring of formal and informal camps, the 

census (including photographs) of all inhabitants, the expulsion and removal of persons with 

irregular status, and measures aimed at clearing camps nomads and evicting their inhabitants 

(O’Nions 2011: 374). The campaign came on a background of increased negativity towards 

the Roma, subsequent to the killing of an Italian woman by a Romanian Roma in November 

2008. In what was interpreted as acts of revenge, nomad camps were the object of arson 

attacks. At the same time, far-right Lega Nord politicians overtly adopted anti-Roma slogans. 

“If you don’t want Gypsies, Moroccans and delinquents in your home, if you want to be the 

masters of your own homes in a livable city, then vote for the Northern League” was the 

message of Umberto Bossi. The same politician described the arson attacks of nomad camps 

as the people doing “what the political class isn’t able to do” (The Guardian, 2008). 

In France, by 30 August 2010, an official statement of the Ministry of Immigration 

set 128 as the number of illegal settlements that had been evacuated and gave 979 as the 

figure for returned Romanian and Bulgarian citizens. The statement distinguished between 

828 “voluntary” and 151 “forced” expulsions. The so-called voluntary repatriations had taken 

place in return for compensation of €300 per adult and €100 per child (Ministre de 

l’Immigration 2010). Subsequently, the French press discovered the “circulaire”, which 
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contained the indications which the Ministry of the Interior sent to its local representatives in 

order to target with priority Roma settlements. After the scandal between the French 

Government and the EU Commission that followed the 2010 campaign of evictions, the 

French side took on obligations to prevent discrimination of the Roma, but the collective 

evictions and expulsions continued. 

Despite criticism, the actions of the Italian and French authorities might have also 

encouraged other countries to pursue similar actions. Helen O’Nions (2011) sees similarities 

in the actions against Eastern European Roma of the governments of Portugal, Germany, and 

Denmark. Similar campaigns are still underway. The persistence and the popularity of this 

approach might have less to do with their efficiency in achieving the gains – e.g., security – 

promised by politicians, but more with their role in responding to the majority population’s 

beliefs and fears regarding the Roma. Under a paradigm of criminalization and securitization 

(Bărbulescu 2012; Nacu 2012; van Baar 2014) as well as of welfare protectionism and 

ghettoization (Picker 2012; van Baar 2012; Davies 2016; Vrăbiescu and Kalir 2017), “free 

movement” is configured as a right for the “right kind of Europeans” and EU Member States 

attempt to render Roma irregular and deportable by circumventing EU law and fundamental 

rights law (Çağlar and Mehling, 2013: 173; Ciulinaru 2017). 

Forced evictions were continued in Italy. Actors from across the political spectrum 

seem to have embraced this strategy despite initial critical positions from some Italian parties. 

For example, the administration of Rome, elected in June 2013 and led by the center-left 

mayor Ignazio Marino, evicted scores of people from informal settlements, with only a 

fraction receiving options for accommodation. This, despite the city of Rome having 

committed to pursuing the objectives identified in the National Strategy for the Inclusion of 

Roma, Sinti, and Caminanti Communities, part of the EU Framework for National Roma 

Integration Strategies up to 2020 (Maestri 2015). The numbers put forward by the Italian 

authorities in the commune of Rome Capitale alone confirmed that evictions of informal 

settlements were a common occurrence. In 2014, there were 280 evictions, about five a week 

(Zita 2015). The total figure of persons evicted in this commune was about 4,800 for 2014 

and 2013, with one-third estimated to be minors. Subsequent to these evictions, by the end 

of 2014, authorities gave 849 as a figure of people still living in informal settlements, 

approximately 280 families (Zita 2015). As mentioned above, evictions resulted in most cases 

in resettlement in another informal camp, which meant the continuation of a cat and mouse 
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game with the authorities. This was a result of the fact that evicted people did not have 

alternatives for housing. Authorities offered such possibilities to some based on various 

eligibility criteria. Failure to comply with the criteria might result in yet another eviction. 

A similar situation is that of France. Data gathered by the European Roma Rights 

Centre (ERRC 2016) shows that both evictions and expulsions were undertaken by the 

French authorities in 2011 and 2012, while the estimated number of Roma forcibly evicted 

was 21,537 for 2013, 14,483 for 2014, and 11,128 for 2015 (ERRC 2017). In 2016, the ERRC 

noticed a decrease in the number of forcibly evicted, but an increase in the number of 

evictions without any legal court decision. More than half of evictions were undertaken on 

the basis of safety risk or health hazard notices issued by mayors or prefects, which were not 

subject to automatic judicial review. The same 2017 report points out that the argument the 

evictions were operated for the protection of private property was not solid enough, 

considering that about 80% of the evictions concerned slums located on land owned by public 

bodies. 

Elsewhere, for example, in Helsinki, Finland, after a period of seeming tolerance 

towards informal settlements, the camp in Kalasatama was dismantled in August 2011, and 

the city has had a “no informal settlements” policy until 2017. The options for emergency 

accommodation in Helsinki have been limited. Some emergency shelters were organized by 

Deaconess Institute in March 2016 during Easter week. Otherwise, between 2011 and 2017, 

the policy of the Helsinki municipality was not to offer emergency lodging for those who 

were not residents of the city. According to a specialist interviewed at the Deaconess Institute, 

during a particularly cold period in January 2016, the Hirundo Day Center intended to shelter 

up to 40 people and demanded help from the municipality. The demand was refused. In the 

end, the only form of shelter was offered by city inhabitants in their private homes. The police 

in Helsinki do not allow sleeping in cars, and these are seized if proven they were used for 

sleep. The cars can be recovered against cost after some days. From the accounts of all parties 

involved, evictions take place during winter as well. Temperatures in winter can feel as low 

as −30° C during the night. Once on the streets, the police and the private security guards 

prevent the homeless from remaining in those places that offered at least a limited amount of 

protection from cold. The intervention of the police for enforcing property laws and public 

order is hence conducted in a manner that leaves no option for the homeless to protect 

themselves from the cold. 
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The Government of Sweden was one of the critics of the 2010 French campaign of 

evictions. With the increase in the number of homeless Roma from Romania, though, forced 

evictions became a reality in this country too. The settlement in Malmö was cleared in 

November 2015, resulting in a loss of shelter for about 200 evicted. Out of this number, 

around 150 persons used the accommodation offered by Kontrapunkt Cultural Space and 

Social Center until March 2016. Some sleeping capacity was also provided by the 

municipality and church organizations. By March, the municipal shelter and the church were 

no longer available for the homeless, while Kontrapunkt had closed after receiving warnings 

that will be fined by the City Planning Office (Centrum for Sociala Rattigheter, 2016: 10). 

The representatives of authorities, the activists, and the Roma themselves noticed a decrease 

in the police’s tolerance of such settlements or of any sort of improvised shelter. In 

Stockholm, the street beggars have been carrying with them their blankets or sleeping bags 

because the police removed them if found (Ciulinaru 2017). The police forces’ enhanced zeal 

regarding the homeless Eastern Europeans is also indicated by the volunteers of the NGOs. 

For example, HEM volunteers made allegations that the police in Farsta, Stockholm, used 

social media pages in order to mobilize citizens to report any settlement in the forest. The 

intention to make conditions harsher for the homeless from Eastern Europe does not rest only 

with the police. There are intentions to toughen the legal frame for evictions to be undertaken 

more swiftly (National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens 2016). 

From the above examples, one notices that out of the millions of Europeans that 

travel across national borders for business and pleasure and out of those who work, go to 

school, or retire in European countries other than their own, the poorer seem to be regarded 

as the problematic ones. There is a strong class aspect to the picture of mobile citizens (Baban 

2013) which seems to confirm that migration is a problem as long as at stake is the migration 

of the poor (Anderson 2013). European integration also means a process through which local, 

national, and supra-national institutions distinguish the worthy Europeans from the unworthy 

ones. This process implies not only the formation of attitudes but also the framing of the 

application of law and the creation of policies at local, national, and EU levels. As shown in 

the case of the poor Roma, governments undertake actions and even proposed rights-

restrictive policies targeting specific ethnic groups, while opposition from the EU institutions 

happens more at the level of declarations. This sort of approach is possible despite the base 

of human rights the EU institutional framework was constructed upon. 
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The EU, cosmopolitanism from above, and the cosmopolitan 

exception 

In the wake of the 2010 campaigns of evictions and expulsions of Roma ethnics, the European 

Commission set up the Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies by 2020 and has 

been following it up since. At the moment this chapter was written, the latest report was the 

2016 “Effective Roma Integration Measures in the Member States 2016” (European 

Commission 2016). The initial text of 2010 does state from the beginning that a “significant 

part of the 10−12 million Roma in Europe live in extreme marginalization in both rural and 

urban areas and in very poor socio-economic conditions” (European Commission 2010). 

Even if the 2016 report mentions that the Member States have to accommodate the integration 

needs of “their own vulnerable Roma citizens and the EU or third-country nationals of Roma 

origin living in their territory” (European Commission 2016: 12), the Framework has been 

criticized for proposing very little in what concerns the international mobility of the Roma. 

Under a paradigm of freedom of movement meant for the economically productive citizens, 

inclusion in the state of origin seems to be a solution for reducing the mobility of the poor. 

The document puts forward an expectation that inclusion will take place with the help of EU 

funding and an extra effort of goodwill on both sides. It makes one wonder if the lack of 

funding had been the barrier for Roma inclusion for all this time. This would be rather contra-

intuitive, as members of the majority population are unlikely to be enthusiastic about seeing 

resources lavished on Romani integration, even if they could be persuaded that it is in their 

self-interest (Goodwin and Buijs 2013: 2050). 

Critics of the EU policy on the Roma such as Yıldız and De Genova (2017), van 

Baar (2011), Sigona (2011) point out that the interwoven measures of inclusion and control 

of migration fail to acknowledge spatial mobility as an answer to the barriers for socio-

economic mobility in the state of origin. More so, discrimination and exclusion, and the 

various forms of subordinate “inclusion” seem to reinforce each other. The policy framing 

risks ethicizing social problems and reinforcing social stigma associated with ethnic minority 

status. By defining the policy target group mainly through social criteria such as poverty, 

exclusion, and marginalization, the better-off Roma are excluded from the target population. 

At the same time, the social stigma invoked by these criteria falls on the entire Roma minority 

(Mirga-Kruszelnicka 2017). In this context, the EU Framework and its focus on inclusion 

can be interpreted as yet another example of how “the Roma” as such have been produced as 
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a primary “problem” for state power in Europe. Though aiming to improve “minority rights” 

and counter discrimination, Roma policies manage not the problems of the Roma but produce 

a group that in itself is “a European problem” (Yıldız and De Genova 2017: 3). Even when 

recognized as Europe’s largest minority (European Commission 2010), under the Member 

State-centric approach of the EU, the Roma become one European ethnic minority nation 

within a Europe of majority nations. This reproduces at the Union level the relationship 

between the transnational Roma minorities and the respective nation-state. 

The coexistence of potentially violent sovereign practices with a rights-based order 

of humanity is explained by Susan McManus (2013) under the notion of “cosmopolitan 

exception”. For McManus, rights and sovereign violent practices are inseparable insofar as 

rights and sovereignty entail one another. The “perplexities” of human rights attest to the 

dangers of both the lack and excess of sovereignty. One cannot make any compelling rights 

claims while outside the institutional apparatus of a political community. On the other hand, 

the universality of human rights is relative and limited to the respective state’s willingness to 

observe the rights they claim to uphold or to abstain from violating rights (McManus 2013). 

Even if regarded as a cosmopolitan project, the EU does not solve the issue of sovereignty. 

Rather it extends the category of people to which universal rights apply. In this process, the 

non-citizens are excluded, and there are also the “internal outsiders” that are citizens but still 

do not belong. The EU continues to include and exclude people, despite its aims to transcend 

national egoisms and sovereignties (Kamminga 2017). 

The local and national authorities’ actions for curbing the mobility of the Roma, as 

well as the feeble influence of the supra-national institutions in this matter, reveal that the 

EU stretches the Member States’ particularism at the level of the entire Union. The role of 

the Europeanization of the migration policy in the strengthening of the outer borders by more 

restrictive immigration policies towards third-country nationals is well acknowledged. The 

term “fortress Europe” came to coin this development (Baban 2013; Schlenker 2013). At the 

same time, the containment of the movement of the undesired does not happen only through 

strengthening the outer border against third-country nationals but also through the creation 

of internal physical and symbolic boundaries for categories of EU citizens such as the Roma. 

Authors such as Huub van Baar (2011) link the situation of the Roma to the Europeanization 

of the migration policy as well. While many people experience Europe as a protector of 

human rights and peace, for the undesired migrants, even EU citizens, as this chapter shows, 
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human rights do not stand as sufficient protection against violence, be it the violence of the 

population or sovereign violence. 

Conclusions 

The Pan-European transnationality of the Roma directly challenges the premises of 

nationalism, and the condition of the Roma has the potential of a supra-national formation 

that can be understood to approximate the European ideal itself (Balibar 2009; Yıldız and De 

Genova 2017). The situation of the Roma is the epitome of the current state of the EU project, 

which, despite an integration aimed at uniting the diverse populations of Europe through 

treaties and institutions informed by norms and universal values, did not extend the limits of 

cosmopolitan hospitality to those perceived as “others” (Pilcher 2009). The right to 

hospitality, a central tenet of cosmopolitanism (McManus 2013), seems not to be 

accommodated by current European cosmopolitanism, considering that crossing borders 

results for some European citizens in a condition of lawlessness or exception. One’s status 

as a rights-bearing human is dependent upon the sovereign protection that belongs to 

citizenship and is also conditioned by criteria of worthiness and belonging arbitrarily 

established by the sovereign power. 

Another shortcoming is that European consciousness and identity are created rather 

by emulating a nation-building project. Common identity is also gained through the 

construction of the “others”. The slogan of “unity in diversity” refers to the diversity of 

member nations united through treaties and institutions in a frame of common norms and 

values (Baban 2013). The limits of cosmopolitan hospitality are not extended to, in this case, 

the Roma. The reaction of the receiving population and authorities in the face of the misery 

of some of the Roma indicates a Europe whose real and imaginary borders are tightly closed 

and whose self-image is not open to dialogue and transformation (Baban 2013). 

For much of the Roma population, especially for those who lack resources, the 

European aspirations of unity in diversity and the anti-discrimination principles fail to 

materialize. Placed on the outside of the community of those perceived as genuine European 

citizens, the Roma’s free movement is managed as a threat to, rather than a part of, the 

Union’s transnational flows. This category of strategies for overcoming the hurdles meant to 

stem their free movement is equivalent to the claim of hospitality that challenges a state-

centric logic in which those alike are friends, but the “outsider” or “other” is a potential 
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enemy (McManus 2013). And, from this point of view, this mobility can be considered a 

form of cosmopolitanism from below, one the EU fails to acknowledge despite its own 

cosmopolitan aspirations.



 

 

 

Chapter 3 

When “Inclusion” Means “Exclusion”: Discourses of 

Evictions and Repatriations of Roma Migrants, at a 

National and European Union Level14 

  

 

14 This chapter is based on: Ciulinaru, D. (2018). When "Inclusion" Means "Exclusion": Discourses on 

the Eviction and Repatriations of Roma Migrants, at National and European Union Level. Journal of 

International Migration and Integration, 19(4), 1059-1073. 
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The chapter examines the ways and processes of creating exceptions to the application of 

human rights law in the case of the Eastern European Roma within the European Union. It 

uses as a case study the 2010 campaign of Roma evictions and repatriations from France and 

the related events that followed over a period of six years. The analysis of the discourses of 

French and European Union officials in relation to the evictions and repatriations highlights 

the relationships between the discursive construction of unwanted categories of migrants and 

policymaking by national governments and at a European Union level. The main argument 

is that these evictions and repatriations were primarily a fundamental rights issue due to the 

discriminatory dimension it was given by those proposing and applying it. However, the issue 

of discrimination became secondary in the debates, which rather focused on the exceptional 

nature of the Roma and framed this population as an exception from human rights law 

application. Concomitantly, the discourses made a shift from protection against 

discrimination to the issue of integration. The analysis examines the implications this shift 

had on diminishing the responsibility of national and EU authorities for protection against 

discrimination.  

Key Words: Eastern European Roma, Expulsions, Discrimination 
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Economic and ethnic factors work together in the elaboration and in the enactment of 

immigration rules. It is hard to establish which of the two plays the main role (Melis 2001). 

Bridget Anderson argues that migration is a problem as long as what is at stake is the 

migration of the poor (Anderson 2013). Highly controversial measures such as expulsions, 

as well as borderline legal measures in curbing westward mobility of Roma ethnics, have 

been documented throughout Europe (Bigo, Carrera and Guild 2013; Tervonen and Enache 

2017) before and after the accession of Eastern European Member States. Some scholars 

name these measures an attempt to curb a “free movement of poverty” (Fekete 2014) and 

liken this legislation and policies to earlier vagrancy laws regulating the mobility of racialized 

Roma migrants (Tervonen and Enache 2017). Huub van Baar (2014) considers attempts to 

curb the mobility of the Roma as newly emerged mechanisms of bordering the European 

Union.  

This chapter uses as a case study the 2010 campaign of Roma evictions and 

repatriations from France and the related events that followed over a period of six years. Even 

before the French campaign of expulsion of Eastern European Roma in 2010, authorities in 

European Union countries had made use of expulsion of Romanians under the provisions of 

Directive 2004/38. In the current case, the issue at stake is the targeting for eviction and 

expulsion of a particular ethnic group. The ethnic targeting of Roma was confirmed by a 

document circulated by the French Ministry of Interior, which was leaked to the media. In 

this document, the state representatives in the departments received the indication to give 

priority to the Roma settlements as the primary objective of the evictions and expulsions. On 

the 5th of August 2010, police chiefs received from the Interior Minister the message that:  

“Three hundred camps or illegal settlements must be evacuated within three 

months; (...) “it is down to the prefect in each department to begin a systematic dismantling 

of the illegal camps, particularly those of the Roma.” (The Ministry of Interior 2010).  

This chapter questions whether, in order to pursue its policy of evacuation and 

expulsions, the French Government interpreted the European legislation on the free 

movement of EU citizens in a way that justified disregarding protection against 

discrimination. An ethnic argument for evictions and repatriations contradicts not only the 

stipulations of the Directive 2004/38 but also the constitutive principles of the European 

Union, as well as fundamental rights (European Parliament resolution of the 9th of September 

2010). Given the EU’s potential normative power for defending cosmopolitan values of 
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tolerance and integration (Manners 2003), one would have expected a fast response from the 

EU’s authorities regarding the French Government’s campaign of evictions and repatriations. 

I will argue in the following sections that, once embroiled in the high politics of the Union, 

the issue of application of human rights legislation for the Roma EU citizens became a 

secondary aspect of the situation. The resolution of the whole affair involved a tacit 

agreement that exceptional measures in breach of the human rights principles of the Union 

continue to be taken against the Roma.  

The chapter examines the relationships between the reaffirmation of the 

exclusionary public discourses on the exceptional nature of the Roma and discriminatory 

policymaking in France and in the EU as a whole. The focus of the analysis is on how 

prejudice against the Roma took over the debate about their discrimination and how it framed 

this population as an exception from the application of human rights law. Of particular 

importance is the shift in discourse from protection against discrimination to integration and 

the implications this shift had on diminishing the responsibility of national and EU authorities 

for the protection of free moving citizens from discrimination. Highlighting these discursive 

practices helps better accounting for the ways in which discriminatory attitudes are 

(re)affirmed as a result of the dialectical relationship between, on the one hand, prejudiced 

essentializations and “progressive” equality notions within mainstream politics such as 

“inclusion” and “integration”, and, on the other hand, “apparently neutral practices such as 

institutional law-making” (Martinez Gullem 2011). The interaction between these practices 

fosters discrimination in different ways and ultimately creates a de facto category of 

European Union “internal outsiders” (Triandafyllidou 2001) who is excluded from the 

protection of human rights law.  

Data and methods 

The current Roma immigration scare is an interpretation in a contemporary European setting 

of long-held discourses about the “invading Gypsies”. By approaching essentialist group 

beliefs as social acts performed in discourse (Haslam et al. 2000; Verkuyten 2003), this 

analysis focuses on how various linguistic devices and specific constructions are used to 

represent the Roma as a homogeneous, distinct, and unchangeable group in order to 

legitimate dominance and exclusion (Van Dijk 1984; Essed 1991). The data is approached as 

discursive events. The discourse historical approach (DHA) (Riesigl and Wodak 2009) is 
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employed to locate discursive practices and strategies in the specific socio-political context, 

namely the institutional frames of the evictions campaign and its broader socio-political and 

historical context. For the latter are relevant the French Government’s stance on migration, 

its relation to the European Commission, as well as these institutions’ response to the 

dominant attitudes towards economically non-active people from Eastern Europe. The 

chapter mirrors the declarations concerning Eastern European Roma by the French Presidents 

in 2010 and 2016. At the same time, the discourses at a national level are mirrored with those 

at the European Union level in an attempt to identify how these discourses relate to one 

another. 

The texts collected were produced across a period of six years. The first category of 

data is text produced directly in relation to the 2010 campaigns of evictions and expulsions 

of the Roma: declarations of the French President and of the French Ministers, the 

declarations of European Union officials, especially the official statements of 

Commissioners, the resolutions of the European Parliament. Of central importance in this 

category of data was the discourse of President Sarkozy in Grenoble, which marked the 

beginning of the eviction campaign, the documents and declarations issued by the French 

Ministry of the Interior in relation to the evictions, and the statements of Viviane Reding, 

Vice-President of the European Commission, EU Commissioner for Justice, Fundamental 

Rights and Citizenship. In addition to these, there were collected the subsequent official 

declarations of the French Presidents regarding the situation of the Roma from Eastern 

Europe. At the level of European Union institutions, for the period after 2010, the main source 

of data was the yearly reports on the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies 

up to 2020. 

The analysis looks at the intertextual and interdiscursive relation between 

utterances. It is possible to follow the representation of the events in 2010 in the texts from 

subsequent years, the use of the same concepts with different meanings so that it fits the 

desired political results, the replacement of one particular term with another so that it 

diminishes the legal responsibility of one party. Of particular interest is the substitution of 

the theme of discrimination with that of integration and/ or inclusion in the home country. In 

terms of interdiscursive relation, the reference to the historical discourses on the Roma 

population is analyzed, especially reference to those discourses that emphasized the Roma’s 

“exceptional”, “different”, and “dangerous” nature.  



Chapter 3 

 

92 

The departure points for analyzing each text are the immediate language or text 

internal co-text. In line with the DHA approach, the analysis distinguishes between three 

dimensions that constitute textual meanings and structures. First, each text refers to several 

topics; what is that the text speaks about, for example, the migrants, illegal settlements, etc. 

Secondly, there are the presuppositions that underpin the discursive strategies (Chilton 2004); 

and the linguistic means that were drawn upon to realize both topics and strategies. Not least, 

the analysis looks at how the claims in the text are justified through content-related warrants 

used to connect arguments with conclusions (Richardson and Wodak 2009). 

The discourse of the exceptional nature of the Roma 

At first sight, it is unclear how the events during the summer of 2010 in France became an 

Eastern European Roma issue. No Eastern European Roma was involved at the beginning. 

There were two separate events in which French citizens were involved. On the 15th of July 

2010, near Grenoble, police killed Karim Boudouda after he and an accomplice robbed a 

casino and fired gunshots at the forces of order. The second event involved the killing by the 

police of a French citizen belonging to a group of “travelers” [gens du voyage]. The person 

in the case, Luigi Duquenet, had failed to stop at a checkpoint and bumped into a police 

officer. Both events were followed by violent confrontations between groups of local youths 

and the police at Grenoble (Euronews 2010) and at Saint-Aignan, respectively (Liberation 

2010).  

On the 30th of July, 2010, with the occasion of the swearing-in of a new préfet for 

the Isere department, Nicolas Sarkozy went to Grenoble and gave a speech in which he linked 

the recent violent events to the launch of a new security policy of the Government. The 

French President talked of this policy as a “war against the traffickers and the delinquents” 

(Discours de M. le Président 2010). The discourse of the French President interpreted the 

events in Grenoble, especially the attack against the police, as proof of “a problem of 

mobsters”, of “values which are disappearing” and as threats “to the basis of the French 

society: the republican order” (Discours de M. le Président 2010).  

The Roma were introduced in a subtle way into President Sarkozy’s equation for “a 

war against traffickers and mobsters” (Discours de M. le Président 2010). The declarations 

rejected any intention to target the Roma, but this was done in between arguments that did 

the opposite. The President recalled the much controversial phrase “La France ne peut 
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accueillir toute la misère du monde” of Michel Rocard and then labeled it as a “reasoned 

observation” (Discours de M. le Président 2010). He then went on to talk about the presence 

in France of foreigners in irregular situations who should be returned to their countries of 

origin. The Roma came into the discussion by comparing an illegal residence in France with 

an illegal placement of a camp. To make the association more dramatic, the illegal setting of 

so-called camps was termed as “savage” (Discours de M. le Président 2010). 

As an argument for the need to act, there were mentioned the already good intentions 

of the Government, which had provided more camping spaces for travelers. The President 

implied that the Roma had not answered in a similar manner to the good intentions of the 

Government, given the 539 so-called illegal camps found in France at that moment. Hence, 

the Roma who did not come to France to install themselves in legal places were not welcome 

anymore. Targets were also announced. Namely, in three months, half of the alleged illegal 

camps were estimated to vanish. Not only did President Sarkozy promise the enforcement of 

judicial decisions and the dismantling of camps for the eviction of which existed an order of 

the courts, but he went on and promised actions with much wider implications. In order to 

set into action his plan of banning from France the irregulars, Sarkozy hinted at a plan of a 

renegotiation of the European citizenship legislation.  

The discourse in Grenoble set the paradigm under which the later campaign of 

evictions was about to happen. The notorious Circulaire IOC/K/1016329/ J of 24 June 2010 

of the Ministry of Interior translated into actions the intentions expressed by the President. 

Evictions entailed immediate expulsions. Exceptions from the law were acceptable, as this 

was an extraordinary situation. The campaign of eviction was part of the war for preserving 

the values and the foundations of the French republic. The campaign was, under the 

President’s terms, beyond issues of “majority, of left and right, of the President or of the 

mayor” (Discours de M. le Président 2010). 

The problems faced by the Roma were framed as problems caused more by lifestyle 

and culture than by socio-economic inequality. By portraying them as outsiders and not 

citizens, politicians created room for policies that collectively targeted the Roma as a special 

case (Vermeersch 2012). Hence it was justifiable to use exceptional, urgent measures that 

were outside normal politics against them (Bărbulescu 2012). The gravity and the urgency of 

the situation and the obvious character of the arguments made irrelevant a public debate on 
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security and on the context: “if I came here to tell you: they shot at police officers and I’m 

organizing a debate, who would take me seriously?” (Discours de M. le Président 2010). 

Data gathered by the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC 2016) shows that both 

evictions and expulsions were undertaken by the French authorities in 2011 and 2012. For 

2012, before November the 19th, almost 2700 people from Romania had received an 

expulsion order (Carrera 2013). One has to notice that, in May 2012, there was a change of 

Government in France, but the evictions and expulsions continued. The estimated number of 

Roma forcibly evicted was 21,537 for 2013, 14,483 for 2014, and 11,128 for 2015 (ERRC 

2017). In 2016, ERRC noticed a decrease in numbers of forcibly evicted, but an increase in 

the number of evictions without any legal court decision. More than half of evictions were 

undertaken on the basis of safety risk or health hazard notices issued by mayors or prefects, 

which were not subject to automatic judicial review. As recent as September 2015, the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights expressed serious concerns about ongoing 

forced evictions of Roma and Travelers in a number of European States, including most 

recently France and Bulgaria (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 2015). 

The same declaration appreciated that “It is becoming increasingly apparent that there is a 

systematic national policy to forcibly evict the Roma” (Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights 2015). The document purposefully reminded that, earlier in 2015, two key 

international Treaty Bodies, namely the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination and the Human Rights Committee, urged France to refrain from such forced 

evictions without the provision of alternative housing. 

In the declarations given on the occasion of the visit of Romanian President Klaus 

Johannis to France in 2015, Francois Hollande specifically mentioned what he called “the 

sensitive problem of the Roma”:  

“I have also mentioned the sensitive problem of the Roma. For several months, at 

the initiative of our governments, we have had more direct cooperation in what regards the 

police. There is also an integration program in Romania of this minority, a strategy was 

defined, and we act, myself and the Romanian President so that on European plan there could 

be further mobilization. We have police representatives from Romania in France to fight 

criminal networks and to impede certain types of traffic, notably the traffic of human beings. 

We have reaffirmed the will to regulate this issue with humanity and in a firm way. It was 
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also very important to receive today President Iohannis, who represents today for Romania 

a factor of unity.” (Declaration commune 2015) 

In the discourse of the French President, the term “integration” also takes another 

association: that of policing. One can infer two underlying arguments in President’s Hollande 

declaration. On the one side, it is implied that the Roma mobility is a criminal problem. The 

other underlying argument is that the “Roma problem” is there because the Roma are not well 

integrated in their country of origin. This line of argumentation does not differ very much 

from the position of President Sarkozy at the debut of the 2010 campaign. The terms used 

are softer, but the direct association of an ethnic group -in its entirety- with crime is verbalized 

clearly. The interchangeable use of Roma and traffickers is still there, reference being made 

specifically to that of people trafficking. What is important to remember is that the collective 

expulsions have not until now been the outcome of criminal investigations. The majority of 

those sent back to Romania have not been proven criminals. There has not been any data put 

forward by the authorities to confirm whole communities of Roma undertaking people 

trafficking. There might well be networks of people traffickers operating in Romania and 

France that require a collaboration of the police in the two states, but it is uncertain how this 

is a “Roma problem”. The labeling of such activities as a response to the “sensitive Roma 

problem” gives though an indication of the alleged progress made by French authorities since 

2010.  

Emphasis on integration in the country of origin and establishing bilateral 

agreements is not a new approach for migration policies in the Western European states. 

Before the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU in 2007, agreements were signed 

between the then French Minister of the Interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, and the governments of 

the two countries for the return and reintegration of Roma, or IOM’s voluntary return 

programs. The program did little to improve integration as it was mainly used to return to the 

home countries for short periods before heading back to France (Nacu 2012). While before 

EU accession, the Romanian authorities had the task of filtering out migrants; now, policing 

happens in the country of destination, and the home country police are involved (Vrăbiescu 

2020). From the speech of President Hollande, it was hard to distinguish another scope of the 

bilateral cooperation on the Roma other than policing. The President referred to the two 

issues as being a single one. This can be an indication of the paradigm of criminalization and 

securitization (Bărbulescu 2012; Nacu 2012; van Baar 2014) present as well in President 
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Sarkozy’ speeches, and under which the right to free movement is configured as a right for 

the “right kind of Europeans” and under which EU Member States attempt to render Roma 

irregular and deportable.  

The continuation of collective evictions and expulsion from France of Roma living 

in informal settlements, as well as the adoption of similar measures by other European Union 

Member States (O’Nions 2011), can also be explained through the role this strategy has in 

responding to and in exacerbating the beliefs and fears regarding the Roma from Eastern 

Europe. The presence of the Roma is perceived as a threat, so the intervention of the 

authorities is framed under security arguments. No arguments are employed to confirm the 

risk posed by the Roma, as the centuries-old beliefs about the dangerous nature of the Roma 

are embedded in the culture of the majority population and seldom put under question. 

Discourses of discrimination and discourses of integration at the 

European Union level  

Back in 2010, by the beginning of September, reactions from national and international 

institutions started to come forward. The French side’s assurances were contradicted by the 

revealing in the French press of the circulaire, which made it clear that state representatives 

in the French departments had received indications from the Government to target with 

priority the so-called Roma camps.  

The statements issued at the highest level of EU institutions in September 2010 

expressed concerns over the expulsions both from a free-movement point of view as well as 

from a human rights point of view. Despite the initial emphasis on the unacceptable conduct 

of the French Government under human rights regulations, this issue faded away from the 

debate at later stages. I will henceforth contrast the initial considerations in the response given 

by both the European Parliament and the Commission with the later recommendations for 

action and with the current situation. I maintain that, though acknowledged, the human rights 

abuse was not only left unsanctioned, but the abusive practice of ethnic-targeted expulsions 

was upheld by national authorities with little consequences from the European Union. Hence, 

I further argue that a de facto exception of the free moving European Roma from the full 

application of human rights legislation was accepted by both national and European 

authorities.  
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Like other resolutions of the European Parliament, the one adopted on September 

9th, 2010, on the situation of Roma and on freedom of movement in the European Union, 

was not legally binding for the Member States. Nonetheless, the resolution indicated clear 

guidelines for the coordination of the practices of expulsion with the Union’s law and 

principles and with international human rights law15. The document refers to other EU laws 

regarding both discrimination and free movement, as well as to documents issued by 

European institutions and which concern the situation of the Roma. Points A to L of the 

resolution are an acknowledgment of the particular situation of the Roma in Europe. The first 

call to action, at point 1 of the resolution: 

“recalls that the European Union is above all a community based on values and 

principles designed to maintain and promote an open and inclusive society and EU 

citizenship, particularly by prohibiting all forms of discrimination” (European Parliament 

2010)  

Through the document, the European Parliament “emphasises the right of all EU 

citizens and their families to free movement and residence throughout the EU” (European 

Parliament 2010), and  

“expresses its deep concern at the measures taken by the French authorities and by 

other Member States’ authorities targeting Roma and Travelers and providing for their 

expulsion; urges those authorities immediately to suspend all expulsions of Roma, at the same 

time calling on the Commission, the Council and the Member States to intervene with the 

same request; emphasises that mass expulsions are prohibited by the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights and the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights” (European 

Parliament 2010).  

From the statements above, it is rather clear that the European Parliament considered 

the expulsions taking place in the summer of 2010 to be in gross violation of the right to non-

discrimination and of the fundamental principle of the European Union. The European 

 

15 The European Parliament resolution of 9th September 2010 refers to specific articles of the EU 

Charter of Fundamental Rights, in order of the relevance for the given situation. Similarly, are 

mentioned Articles 2 and 3 of the Treaty on European Union, which lays down the fundamental rights 

and principles underpinning the European Union, including the principles of non-discrimination and 

free movement. At the next point, the resolution refers to the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union, starting with Articles 8, 9, and 10, which regard equality, social inclusion, and discrimination. 
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Commission had already initiated action before the Parliament’s call. Vice-President 

Reading, heading the then newly established Directorate General for Justice, Citizenship and 

Fundamental Rights, and Commissioners Malstrom and Andor had issued a joint statement 

on the 1st of September (European Commission 2010). This document included a preliminary 

legal analysis section, which emphasized that it was the primary responsibility of Member 

States to ensure public order and the safety of their citizens on their national territory, 

conditioned by the respect of the commonly agreed EU rules. Moreover, any measures taken 

by the Member States, therefore, had to be assessed in light of EU rules on free movement, 

non-discrimination, and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The next point stated the 

evident responsibility in front of the law of citizens who did not comply with it, but also that 

it was “equally clear that nobody should face expulsion just for being Roma” (European 

Commission 2010). The Commission took the responsibility to analyze whether the measures 

taken by the French authorities were fully compliant with EU law, Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms and that such measures were in violation of the EU Treaties and EU law since they 

amounted to discrimination on the basis of race and ethnicity (European Commission, 2010). 

In terms of actions, the Commission proposed “to watch over the conformity of all 

Member States’ measures taken with regard to Roma with EU law on free movement, non-

discrimination and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights” (European Commission 2010). 

At points “b” to “e” of the actions list, there is a shift towards common Roma subjects: the 

creation of a Task Force for EU funds for Roma integration, intensified dialogue with 

representatives of the Roma community, the risk of human trafficking among the Roma. As 

one can tell, these are not any longer proposed solutions for tackling the alleged violations of 

law by the French authorities but rather solutions for the socio-economic situation of the 

Roma in general. It is rather unclear how these long-term desiderata would help in the face 

of the gravity of accusations against the Government of an EU Member State. What these 

measures do is to shift the discussion from the violations of the rights Roma have as humans 

and as equal citizens of the European Union towards a discussion about the particularities of 

the Roma. This is not far in terms of rhetoric from invoking the popular discourses about the 

Roma, which were discussed in the previous section of this chapter. 

The position of the Commission became more categorical after the circulaire was 

revealed in the French press and after the French Secretary of State for European Affairs 

made the remark that “the Guardian of the Treaties is the French People” (Romagate 2010). 



When “Inclusion” Means “Exclusion” 

 

99 

Vice-President Reding did not stop short of qualifying the actions of the French Government 

“as a disgrace” and insisted on the gravity of law violations. The Vice president of the 

Commission concluded that she was personally convinced that the Commission would have 

no choice but to initiate infringement action against France: “for a discriminatory application 

of the Free Movement Directive” and “for lack of transposition of the procedural and 

substantive guarantees under the Free Movement Directive” (SPEECH/10/428) (European 

Commission 2010a).  

The one-day European Council on the 16th of September, just two days after 

Vivianne Reding’s speech, was dominated by the so-called Roma controversy (Carrera 

2013). The harsh stance taken by the Commissioner opened the way for French authorities 

to take the debate in a very different direction. President Sarkozy considered that Vice 

President Reding had insulted France and expected excuses. The Commission maintained its 

position and, on the 29th of September, issued a formal notice to France requesting the full 

transposition of the Citizens’ Directive 2004/38. It included an ultimatum until the 15th of 

October for the French authorities to provide draft transposition measures and a transposition 

schedule unless infringement proceedings would be opened.  

Meanwhile, the French Government had continued the campaign of evictions and 

immediate expulsions. On top of this, the French press revealed that the gendarmerie had 

created a database of information on migrants, which included references to ethnicity. The 

database described high-risk groups by mentioning both the French gens to voyage and 

Eastern European Roma (Johannes 2010). Despite the fact that French authorities had 

continued the violations, by the mid of October, the conflict between the Commission and 

the French Government was defused. Infringement proceedings were not initiated, and both 

sides claimed victory. At the same time, the Commission claimed not to have obtained 

objective, material, and concrete evidence in what concerned discrimination. This opinion is 

not reflected in the text of the official communication MEMO/10/502 (European 

Commission 2010b). 

In April 2011, the Commission acted on the commitment it took in the Joint 

Information note at point 44.b., and formally adopted the EU Framework for National 

Integration Strategies up to 2020 (European Commission 2011b). One main critique of the 

Framework is that it does not cover the EU citizen of Roma origin that exercises the freedom 

to move between the EU Member States. If it were to be considered the direct effects it has 
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on the discrimination of Roma moving within the EU, then the framework is not relevant. 

Any impact it might have, is indirect and, nonetheless, in the long term. Despite the evidence 

that the evictions and expulsions have continued as indicated in several reports by institutions 

and NGOs (Amnesty International 2013)16, the Commission had reached by 2013 the 

conclusions that: 

“the situation has changed considerably in the last few years. Further to the 

Commission’s action in 2010 to guarantee the application of free movement directive by all 

Member States, and to put in place a European Framework for National Roma Integration 

Strategies, France modified its law to guarantee full compliance with the free movement 

directive, notably as concerns procedural safeguards related to expulsions of EU citizens 

and adopted its national Roma Integration Strategy. On the basis of this new Strategy, close 

cooperation and enhanced efforts on Roma inclusion is taking place with the active 

participation of France.” (European Commission 2013). 

In terms of wording chosen for the report, one can notice the lack of reference to 

allegations of discrimination and collective expulsions. One first argument why such 

reference should have been made is that these allegations were present in the declarations of 

the Parliament and of the Commission. Secondly, the report itself concerned the application 

of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The Charter does not use the term integration 

specifically but in the case of people with disabilities, at Article 26. As there was no reference 

to discrimination, though the events in 2010 were purposefully mentioned, one can argue that 

the report does not distinguish between discrimination and integration and uses the latter as 

a synonym for the former. Even so, it is still unclear how had the situation “changed 

considerably” in the case of discrimination. Discrimination was not part of the national 

integration strategies and was not part of the reporting actions of the Member States. The 

French National Integration Strategy, which the report names, did not cover the 

discrimination and fundamental rights challenges inherent to the situation of Roma (Carrera 

 

16 Ombudsman (Défenseur des Droits); National Consultative Human Rights Commission 

(Commission nationale consultative des droits de l’homme, CNCDH); the Inspectorates General 

(Inspections Générales : IGA [administration], IGAS [social affairs], CGEDD [environment and 

development] et IGAENR [national education and research]); Collectif National Droits de l’Homme 

Romeurope; League of Human Rights (Ligue des Droits de l’Homme, LDH) and the European Roma 

Rights Centre (ERRC). 
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2013). One is left to wonder if the change of law had made any difference for the Easter 

European Roma in France, especially since the evictions and expulsions had continued. The 

report does not cover this issue, nor does the Framework for National Integration Strategies. 

Integration as exclusion 

As previously mentioned, even the first declarations on the issue from Vice-President Reding 

linked the situation to the integration of the Roma. The Joint Information Note on the 1st of 

September, at point F. Next steps listed five action points, all of which referred to Roma 

(European Commission 2011b). Only the first action made direct reference to the 

Commission watching over the Member State’s observance of the right of free movement 

and of the right to non-discrimination. The rest of the paragraph included actions regarding 

Roma integration. Once the issue of violation of the fundamental rights of the Roma got lost 

in the high-level politics debate in Brussels, the categorical condemnation of the 

discriminatory actions of the French Government was later altogether replaced with debates 

over the integration of the Roma. As I mentioned before, though a relationship between lack 

of integration and discrimination and violation of rights by state authorities might be 

established, it is unclear how projects of integration that produce effects in the long term 

would have been the adequate response for the immediate cessation of fundamental rights 

violation. 

Anti-discrimination seems to be the important absence in the 2011 EU Framework 

Communication, which has the explicit goal of guiding social inclusion. An Open Society 

Foundation policy assessment of the Framework concludes that the document “misses out 

the vital element of combating prejudice and discriminatory behavior towards Roma” (Open 

Society Institute 2011). The Commission appeals to the member-states for the 

implementation of policies, but the document does not take into consideration that the 

national governments might lack even the mere political will to put the Roma issue on their 

agenda. As this chapter has shown, governments do not hold back from exacerbating the 

deep-rooted anti-Roma sentiment. When dealing with the campaigns of collective evictions 

and expulsions, the Commission did not demonstrate to be unequivocal in its reaction to 

discriminatory behavior by member-states. The Framework Communication does not list 

existing legal instruments and measures to fight against discrimination at the EU level. It is 

up to the Commission to pursue rigorous monitoring of the implementation of the Racial 
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Equality Council Directive 2000/43/EC.14, but the practice has shown that this can be a 

highly politicized process (Open Society Institute 2011).  

The absence of anti-discrimination in the Framework can be linked to what Sobotka 

and Veermersch (2012) consider new assumptions at the basis for EU action to encourage 

Roma inclusion. Namely, the EU increased emphasis on socio-economic inclusion in order 

to change matters more profoundly and more rapidly for the Roma while still engaging in 

promoting norms on anti-discrimination and fundamental rights. The Framework fails to 

reference the historical or cultural contextualization of the notion of integration (Goodwin 

and Buijs 2013). The document does state from the beginning that “the current condition of 

Roma living in Europe now is unacceptable” and that “many of the estimated 10-12 million 

Roma in Europe face prejudice, intolerance, discrimination and social exclusion in their 

daily lives” (European Commission 2011a).  

The rest of the document focuses on the economic advantages of Roma inclusion, 

almost as if it were a selling point for governments to make the extra effort. There is no 

consideration of how the mentioned intolerance and discrimination are not only a 

consequence of economic exclusion but a cause of it too. The document puts forward an 

expectation that inclusion will take place with the help of European Union funding and an 

extra effort of goodwill on both sides. The paradigm under which the Framework of Roma 

Integration is created is that the role of the EU is to highlight the issue and facilitate a high-

level policy discussion about it. Having committed to the larger common goal of 

membership, independent Member States are expected to accept the norms and will cooperate 

for the development of social policies and use more of the available funding for the benefit 

of the Roma population (Veermersch 2012). The 2010 events concerning the Eastern 

European Roma are just one episode of the many in the post-2008 economic downturn EU, 

which contradict the expectation that the Member States are willing to conform to norms out 

of a concern about their reputation and therefore responsive to shaming by the other EU 

political actors (Schimmelfennig 2001).  

Additionally, the Framework does not take into account that, for minorities, political 

status is regulated by perceptions of belonging. Other than the formal recognition by the state 

of membership to a political community, the majority’s recognition of one’s belonging 

conditions the fruition of participation, identity, and rights. Minorities such as the Roma from 
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Eastern Europe are not perceived as belonging (McGarry 2017) despite the legal status, i.e., 

European Union citizens enjoying the right of crossing the EU Member States’ borders freely.  

Critics of the European Union policy on the Roma (Yldiz and De Genova 2017; van 

Baar 2011; Sigona 2011) point out that discrimination and exclusion, and the various forms 

of subordinate “inclusion” seem to reinforce each other. By defining the policy target group 

mainly through social criteria such as poverty, exclusion, and marginalization, the social 

stigma invoked by these criteria falls on the entire Roma minority (Mirga-Kruszelnicka 

2017). The lack of any reference to the Roma that find themselves abroad, and the continuous 

limitation to policies in the country of origin, seem to indicate a failure to acknowledge spatial 

mobility as an answer to the barriers for socio-economic mobility in the state of origin. In 

this context, the European Union Framework and its focus on inclusion can be interpreted as 

yet another example of how the particularism of the Member States is stretched at the level 

of the entire Union. Roma policies seem to produce a group which in itself is “the problem”, 

“a European problem” in this case (Yildiz and De Genova 2017). 

Conclusion 

The case study of the French expulsions and evictions casts a shadow of doubt over the EU’s 

capacity to turn into reality aspirations of unity in diversity and to act upon its anti-

discrimination principles. While for a vast majority of the Roma, spatial mobility is 

undesirable and criminalized, and the decade-long plans for integration in the home country 

fail to show results, there seem to be few solutions left for breaking the trap of mutually 

reinforcing patterns of poverty and discrimination. Rather, on the contrary, discrimination 

was reframed in order to project an essentialized view of a homogeneous, problematic, or 

even threatening Roma population. This reframing thereby “naturalized” and “normalized” 

the separation of Roma from others and “defined” who and what constitutes a European 

(Plaut 2012). The discourses of integration do not imply a responsibility for the respect of 

the rights of the Roma, but rather the expression into a European Union framing of the 

discourses of the deviant Roma. The prevalence of the “inclusion” and “integration” 

discourse in settling the issue of discrimination of this category of citizens at the European 

level has to be looked at in the framing of the centuries of Roma exclusion and of the 

criminalization of migration of the poor.





 

 

 

Chapter 4 

The Justification of Harsh Treatment of Homeless 

Romanians in Sweden17 

  

 

17This chapter was published as Ciulinaru, D. (2017). The justification of harsh treatment of homeless 

Romanian migrants in Sweden. Nordic Journal of Migration Research, 7(4), 243-250. 
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Even though government and local officials in Sweden declare a preoccupation for the human 

rights of the homeless from Eastern Europe, some of these people fail to receive basic 

protection such as shelter and access to water and sanitation. The chapter questions the 

influence that the unease towards unwanted migration has on the authorities’ actions for 

human rights law application. By looking at official statements of government and of local 

authorities, as well as at data gathered through interviewing social workers, the chapter 

analyses the strategies of legitimization of harsh measures taken by authorities and that 

infringe upon rights. 

Key words: Evictions, Sweden, human rights, harsh treatment. 
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As elsewhere in Europe, the arrival of people from marginalized segments of Romanian 

society, in particular Roma (Djuve et al. 2016: 11), is attracting much public debate in the 

Nordic countries too. Some of these Romanians are making a living on the streets and are 

sleeping in the open, in parked cars, or in camps in the woods. Putting up settlements on 

private or public property, begging, suspicions of petty crimes, and the destitute condition of 

those making a living on the streets are issues that the authorities in the receiving countries 

are dealing with in one way or another. Elsewhere in the European Union, these likely 

undesired aspects of the free movement of people in the European Union have been tackled 

in ways that have added even more controversy: campaigns of evictions and repatriations, 

implementation of bans on begging, even declaring a state of emergency due to a “nomad 

menace”, as was the case in some Italian regions in 2008. Such measures meant to discourage 

or send back the undesired Eastern Europeans have been questioned from a human rights 

point of view by EU institutions representatives and by the UN High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 2015). Alongside highly 

controversial measures such as expulsions, borderline legal measures in limiting the 

westward movement of Roma have been documented throughout Europe (Bigo, Carrera, and 

Guild 2013; Tervonen and Enache 2017) and are to be questioned as ongoing practices of 

unequal treatment of citizens in the contemporary European Union (van Baar, 2014: 88). 

This chapter examines how state and local authorities in Sweden approach the 

specific situation of Romanians that live in makeshift shelters or on the street and whether 

their actions accommodate universal rights protection. Sweden is an interesting case study 

given its positive track record in terms of rights protection and an inclusive welfare system 

that supports it. The inclusive legal and social systems of Sweden also correlate with the 

inclusive moral values that characterize Nordic cultures (Schwartz 2007). On the other hand, 

Swedish authorities have been considering a number of measures to decrease the number of 

incoming homeless foreigners, leading up to the announcement of a possible ban on begging 

in the summer of 2016 (EUObserver 2016).  

The analysis of how Swedish authorities deal with the notion of universal rights in 

the case of the Romanian homeless contributes to the study of what Huub van Baar considers 

newly emerged mechanisms of bordering the European Union (van Baar 2014: 88). While it 

has been already argued that the management of migration increasingly functions through 

the regulation of migrants’ access to permanent residence and social and economic rights 
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(Mezzadra and Neilson 2013), the exclusion from fundamental rights law application is the 

ultimate step in creating a de facto category of European Union “internal outsiders” 

(Triandafyllidou 2001). The upcoming section of this chapter frames policies of the Swedish 

authorities towards the homeless Romanians by underlying the most salient human rights 

issues deriving from it. Thereafter, the focus of the chapter is on the analysis of the discursive 

strategies used for justifying the incomplete application of human rights law. 

The hardship of the homeless Eastern Europeans in Sweden, in a 

framing of state crime 

Authors such as Bauman (1998) (2004), Douzinas (2007), Fassin (2011), Weber and Bowling 

(2004) (2008) identify the policing of migration as part of a reaction of nation-states to the 

increased movement of people in a globalized world. Governments welcome the most highly 

skilled migrants to fill gaps in the labor market and take on the role of minimizing the arrival 

and stay of the undesirable. At the same time, governments show much preoccupation for the 

receiving population’s fears of competition in terms of jobs and welfare or of being invaded 

by an alien culture (Weber and Bowling 2008). The unwanted migrants are subject to a 

network of visa restrictions and extra-territorial controls. In the case of the unwanted 

immigrants who still arrive, a second line of punitive policies has been put into place (Weber 

and Bowling 2004). This seems the likely situation of homeless coming from the poorer EU 

members, though legally, these are free moving EU citizens and not migrants. 

Discerning between wanted and unwanted free movement by using criteria such as 

ethnic or social origin, property, age, etc., might seem impossible when considering that the 

policies of EU Members States such as Sweden are limited by an extensive anti-

discrimination framework: the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, Article 21, and 

subsequent Directives 2000/43 and 2000/78 (Cahn and Guild 2008: 31, 32). For ensuring 

compliance with European law and fundamental rights, European institutions can also 

dispose of infringement proceedings, Article 258 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

European Union (TFEU), and the fundamental rights mechanism stipulated in the Treaty of 

the European Union. The experience of migration from outside the Union teaches one that 

international normative constraints should not be overstated (Guiraudon and Lahav 2010). 

National governments devise a number of ways to avoid normative constraints. The level at 

which the migration control policy is elaborated and implemented is shifted either to 
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intergovernmental fora, to elected local authorities, and to private actors such as airline 

carriers, shipping companies, employers, and private security agencies (Guiraudon and 

Lahav 2010).  

Concerns over the relation between punitive actions of law enforcers and human 

rights protection do not have to be triggered by gross violations of human rights law. In 

countries like Sweden, it is less likely that punitive actions would include torture or other 

treatments that could fit Campbell’s definition of “totally unacceptable evils which are never 

justified and undermine the claims to political legitimacy of any system of government” 

(Campbell 1999: 18). More likely, punitive strategies take the form of actions by state 

authorities that infringe upon freedom, bodily integrity, as well as second-generation rights 

such as health and education, and which fit the “health paradigm” of state crime (Campbell 

1999). Activities in the “health paradigm” are of more interest in this context because they 

are not aberrant or anomalous, their boundaries are not clear, and they easily become common 

within the legitimate routine activities of the state (Green and Ward 2000: 103). Green and 

Ward also build on the work of Sykes and Matza’s (1957) on “techniques of neutralization” 

to conclude that “legally contestable state activity is justified by standard criminal defenses 

such as the use of reasonable force in the prevention of crime, which may or may not be 

accepted as valid by the legal system or the social audience” (Green and Ward 2000: 103). 

In other words, the risks foreigners face as a consequence of forced evictions and 

the other punitive measures taken by authorities should not be disregarded even if the public 

shows support for the actions of the law enforcers. This is the case even if the respective state 

authorities have traditionally had a preoccupation for human rights protection. In the case of 

Sweden, the various actors involved do not seem to find the means to coordinate actions in 

order to address also the protection of the rights of the homeless Romanians. There is an 

apparent reluctance from the central government to approach the issue in a more direct 

manner, leaving the responsibility in the hands of local authorities, which may or may not 

have the will and resources to commit to it.  

In the spaces left uncovered by other bodies of state or local authority, it is up to the 

police to deal with the homeless foreigners. The representatives of authorities, the activists, 

and the homeless themselves have noticed a decrease in the police’s tolerance of settlements. 

Provided that the influx of people has been higher after 2013, evictions have been an 

increasingly common occurrence ever since. On most occurrences, evictions of informal 
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settlements abide by the legally required steps such as prior notification, the presence of a 

translator, and the involvement of a social worker. On the other hand, on many occasions, 

evictions result in the destruction of temporary shelters without the provision of alternatives. 

In Stockholm, for example, there has been an ongoing cat and mouse game between the 

police and the Romanians who set up camps in the forests around the city. An eviction results 

in resettling the assets that can be moved until a new eviction order is received. 

Due to the particularities of the climate of Nordic cities, lack of shelter during cold 

months is likely to lead to life-threatening situations. From a fundamental rights point of 

view, there seems to be a twofold problem with living in improvised shelters or directly on 

the street. The first aspect is a rather intricate one, namely the alleged obligation of local or 

governmental authorities to provide housing solutions for people living in precarious 

conditions. For example, the report “Vulnerable Union Citizens in Sweden” released by Civil 

Rights Defenders (2015) underlines that Sweden has ratified the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (the ICESCR) under which it has an obligation to 

provide adequate housing. The Civil Rights Defenders’ opinion is that this obligation applies 

irrespective of the person’s citizenship. The authorities seem to have a substantially different 

approach. Hence the high amount of controversy in this case. Emergency temporary 

habitation has been provided on some occasions. This was the case of the people evicted from 

the Malmo camp in November 2015. After the eviction, around 150 persons used the 

accommodation offered by Kontrapunkt Cultural Space and Social Centre until March 2016. 

The Municipality and church organizations also offered a limited number of beds. By March, 

both the municipal shelter and the church were no longer available for the homeless 

Romanians seeking a place to sleep and keep warm. Kontrapunkt has also been forced to 

close its shelter due to the threat of a conditional fine imposed by the City Planning Office 

(Centrum for Sociala Rattigheter 2016: 10). 

Unlike the alleged obligation of local and state authorities to offer shelter, the second 

aspect concerning habitation is more straightforward. From the accounts of all parties 

involved, evictions took place during winter as well. Provided the rough climate of the Nordic 

country and the scarcity of emergency shelters, evictions that result in the person living on 

the streets are not only a habitation issue. It is justifiable to conclude that the loss of shelter 

when temperatures outside are below the freezing point is a high-risk situation for the 

person’s health and life. In relation to eviction and the loss of shelter, of high relevance for 
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the discussion on fundamental rights is the seizure by the police of any means that would 

allow the homeless person to keep warm. Another friction point is access to water and 

sanitation. An analysis by Marta Davies (2016) of the documents the enforcement authorities 

that operate evictions, received from municipalities in Sweden, concludes that the local 

authorities do not always understand its responsibility for access to water and sanitation of 

the people in the settlements. Davies looks at a number of 82 requests on behalf of 

municipalities for evictions from public properties. The vast majority of these evictions were 

requested on the grounds of sanitation hazards and littering. Davies (2016) points out that the 

concern is expressed only for the risks bearing upon the formal residents. There is rare 

mentioning of the risk for the settlement inhabitants themselves. Even when such concerns 

are expressed, the respective municipal authorities do not complement eviction with any 

measure to mitigate this hazard (Davies 2016: 17). In the absence of alternatives for 

habitation, the settlement dwellers are likely to move to another place until a new eviction 

order. Hence the health risk due to improper sanitation is not dealt with. The study also points 

out situations when the evictions amplify the gravity of the sanitation conditions of the 

homeless. This was the case of evictions from a camp in Sollentuna where volunteers had 

provided the settlement with portable toilets and garbage disposals. Action in court led to the 

approval of the eviction of the forty people living in the settlement. The same report names 

only one case of municipal authorities explicitly showing concern for the settlement 

inhabitants. This preoccupation took the form of a request that the eviction should take place 

at a time when a social worker could be present to assist the eight people being evicted. 

Data and methods 

The intention was to collect data regarding specifically the population from Romania that 

lived in makeshift shelters and on the street. The differentiation of this category from other 

Eastern Europeans is not always present in the actions and declarations of the authorities. 

Hence efforts have to be made in order not to reproduce the discourse that lumps all Eastern 

European street workers into one group (Tervonen, Enache 2017). The nomination “Roma 

migrants” is common in the Swedish public discourse, and in the discourse of those 

interviewed, NGO representatives included. This nomination was not accepted by all those 

that were interviewed for this study. Some declared themselves Romanian. Others declared 

themselves Roma from Romania. The common denominator among the migrants that took 
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part in the study, acknowledged by all parties involved, is their habitation situation. 

Subsequently, this study uses rather the term “homeless Romanian”. 

The analysis questions the connection between the allegations of harsh treatment of, 

respectively, a lack of assistance to the homeless Romanians and an overarching policy of 

curbing migration. The subsequent questions to be answered are: how the issue of universal 

rights protection for this specific category of EU citizens is represented in the official 

discourse of Swedish authorities, if at all; how official documents and statements of the 

government respond to allegations of non-intervention and rights abuses by law enforcers 

and social workers. 

 In this sense, the analysis uses the official documents of the Swedish Government 

that make recommendations regarding how Swedish laws, including fundamental rights law, 

should be applied in the specific case of the Eastern European homeless. Particular attention 

in the analysis is given to the report Future Wanted -The final report of the National 

Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens, in Swedish “Betänkande av Nationell samordnare 

för utsatta EU-medborgare”. The report was released as an official document of the Ministry 

that had commissioned it, became a guideline for the other governmental and local actors 

involved, and likely influenced public opinion. 

For this body of data collected, critical discourse analysis is employed for revealing 

discourses and linguistic strategies that have implications on migration policies (Fairclough 

2003) and that fit the definition of punitive state actions (Campbell 1999). The analysis looks 

especially at the argumentation structures used in order to justify those actions taken in 

relation to the homeless Romanians and which were inconsistent with human rights 

protection. The analysis aims to separate these argumentation strategies from one another 

and to point out where the case, their fallacies when used as justification for harsh punitive 

actions. The truth claims, the normative, and the evaluative claims made in relation to 

homeless Romanians reveal which social norms and which value systems are considered 

adequate. At the same time, the analysis highlights the perceptual evidence or common 

knowledge, theories, and authorities use as a reference to support the claims (Ieţcu 2006).  
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The second category of data was collected in order to locate the claims and 

argumentation strategies in the specific socio-political context. Semi-structured interviews18 

were conducted with two representatives from the Swedish Ministry of Health and Social 

Affairs and one representative of the Stockholm municipality. NGO representatives were 

interviewed as well: two individual and one group semi-structured interviews with 

representatives of the HEM organization and one semi-structured interview with a 

representative of the Civil Rights Defenders organization. Both organizations assisted the 

homeless Eastern Europeans in and around Stockholm. The semi-structured interview guide 

is available in the appendix. Participant observation was undertaken in April 2016 at the 

Swedish language course organized by HEM in Farsta, Stockholm, and during a visit to one 

of the informal settlements in the forest around Farsta. There were about 20 Romanians 

present at the language course, of various ages, both men and women. Most of them were 

originally from the same village in Argeș County, Romania. 

Analysis: Arguments for not applying human rights law as a 

means of migration prevention 

Three topics dominate the gathered data, both the documents and the interview texts: an 

acknowledgment of the unease of the public at the situation of the homeless Romanians, a 

preoccupation for equality in front of the law, and the integration of the population in the 

country of origin. At first sight, these themes are related to an inclusive approach to the 

homeless Eastern European’ situation. The framing of universal rights used in the analysis 

reveals, though, that the claims are underpinned rather by arguments that place the homeless 

Romanians outside the reach of the inclusive policies of the Swedish Government or of the 

local authorities. The following section aims to untangle the claims under these main themes 

and point out where the case, the fallacies of the arguments used. 

Those interviewed appreciate as rather small the numbers of incoming foreigners 

that eventually make a living on the streets of Swedish cities. The amount of attention 

received by the homeless Romanians in the public debate is attributed to their visibility and 

to the alleged unease at their presence. In the words of one of the persons interviewed at the 

 

18 The interview guide is available in the Appendix. 
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Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, this is not a problem of cost as there are no costs 

involved other than the cost of eviction. 

“There aren’t so many people as a matter of fact, and there is no cost for the social 

system in Sweden because the reason is that people who are staying just temporarily and who 

don’t have a residence don’t have the right to receive social security, and they are only 

entitled to receive from the local government an emergency entitlement” [Interview of a 

Specialist at the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, Division for Family and Social 

Services] 

Homeless Romanians rarely access the welfare system because this depends on 

obtaining residency, an impossible task for one without an address. In addition to not having 

the status of residents, accessing social services is also conditioned by a formal request which 

has to be made in this respect. Such practice is a rare occurrence, according to the interviews 

at the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs and at the Municipality of Stockholm.  

The interviews also reveal an expectation that the report of the National Coordinator 

for Vulnerable EU Citizens to advise the involved parties on how to provide social support 

for the homeless Romanians. The various actors do not seem to have found the means to 

coordinate actions. The central government assumed the role of creating a framework by 

appointing the National Coordinator. As for the local authorities, there is a wide margin inside 

which these deal with their obligations towards the homeless Romanians. Some 

municipalities go as far as to provide accommodation. Some others do not take any action.  

As the subsequent analysis demonstrates, the expectation that the report of the 

National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens will give advice on how to facilitate the 

access of the homeless Romanians to social services was not met. The report reiterates the 

limitations of the current Swedish welfare system and even expresses doubt towards some of 

the solutions found at the local level. The report emphasizes the apparent impossibility of 

creating new rules or making exceptions from the current rules in order to provide to this 

category the protection that other EU citizens would receive. Echoed as well in the discourse 

of the authorities at the local level, as shown in the example below, the arguments against 

creating such exceptions refer to either the apparent lack of fairness towards all other 

categories of people or to the prediction that this will send the signal that such people are 

welcome in Sweden and that more can come. 
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“The problem is the principle of equality because you wouldn’t do that to any 

homeless Swedish people  

we lack any roof over your head guarantee 

daily women and children are evicted around the nation and they are not offered free space 

for camping  

it wouldn’t be equal if you do that to a small group then you have to do that for every 

European citizen any British citizen for example so you can’t do that [Interview of a 

Specialist at the Stockholm Municipality] 

Equality in front of the law seems to be a complicated issue at the hands of the 

receiving country’s authorities. Equality is rather explained from a paradigm of equal 

responsibility for all to respect the legal order of the country. One such example is the section 

regarding evictions in the Report of the National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens in 

Sweden, which clarifies the legal framework under which evictions could be operated, and 

also clarifies the margin of action for the involved actors. Basically, this section of the report 

mentions the rules to be followed by all, including the homeless Romanians themselves. 

Especially from the point of view of evictions, looking at the situation under a paradigm of 

equality in front of the law, but somehow disconnected from a discussion on human rights, 

seems to prevent the author from formulating concrete solutions. 

“The National Coordinator’s approach has been that Swedish law was to be applied 

equally in similar situations. No group gets special treatment, whether negative or positive. 

The message from the Swedish society should be clear: all EU citizens are welcome here, 

and all of which follow the laws receive the same treatment. Therefore, a legal 

accommodation is to be used. It is forbidden to settle in parks and other public places or on 

private land. It is also forbidden to leave feces or garbage behind. If the Swedish society as 

a whole becomes clearer with this information, people will adapt to it, and the need for 

evictions will decrease. More consistent enforcement of Swedish law should be combined 

with a respectful and humane approach towards those concerned.” (National Coordinator 

for Vulnerable EU Citizens 2016: 63) 

Though acknowledging the exceptional state of destitution of this population of EU 

citizens, the National Coordinator reiterates the impossibility of granting exceptions to a 

specific category. The approach of the National Coordinator focuses more on making sure 

that all parties involved obey the law. Under an interpretation of equality in front of the law 
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as the same treatment for all, the National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens fails to 

consider exactly the exceptional situation that the report makes reference to. Restricted to 

adopting the same course of action as for Swedish nationals, the authorities are left to figure 

out the solutions themselves. The report does not clarify the means through which “the 

Swedish society as a whole” (National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens 2016: 70) 

should adopt the message of equal responsibility for obeying the law and how the homeless 

Romanians themselves would adhere to it. For example, the National Coordinator expresses 

skepticism regarding the provision by local municipalities of assigned places for camps 

where proper sanitation could be arranged. The argument is yet again that this would mean 

preferential treatment for this category of homeless people. Concern is expressed for this 

solution’s compliance to laws of competition, as local authorities would compete with private 

camping site owners (National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens 2016: 70).  

In the same section of the report, reference is made to the legal prohibition to 

defecate in the forest and also the opinion that the police should not turn a blind eye to such 

offenses (National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens 2016: 68). Considering all legal 

restrictions combined, there seems to be little space for acting to provide unrestricted access 

to sanitation facilities to the homeless Romanians. The report does not propose a solution in 

this sense. Again, the main preoccupation is for making sure that the legal obligations of all 

parties are clear, even if it is not obvious how each party can respect these obligations. In the 

absence of other facilities, it is evident that the forest will be used by the homeless despite 

the prohibition in law. The overemphasis on the obligations overshadows the right to water 

and sanitation, to which the report makes no reference. The need for national policies to 

reflect the binding national and international regulations on human rights to water and 

sanitation is emphasized, for example, by Marta Davies in the aforementioned report, which 

purposefully approaches this issue following the eviction of the Songenfri camp in Malmo in 

November 2015. Davies considers that “the absence of these basic human rights undermines 

the human dignity of vulnerable EU citizens and virtually assures their ultimate eviction and 

social marginalization” (Davies 2016: 5). 

The issues presented in the paragraph above have to do with the bodily needs of any 

human being. Despite the report’s emphasis on observing the laws, the National Coordinator 

made no reference to the applicable binding international human rights law, though other 

rules, such as competition laws, are mentioned. A lack of consideration by the receiving 
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authorities or a reluctance to admit responsibility for the provision of water and sanitation 

can be mirrored with the binding human rights legislation on this topic. For example, access 

to water and sanitation has an indisputable connection to the rights to life and inherent dignity 

protected by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966). Alongside these 

international human rights provisions, European Union institutions make specific reference 

to an obligation of authorities to ensure access to water and sanitation for the Roma ethnics 

(European Parliament 2015). The emphasis at this level on the responsibility of the Member 

States is in contrast with the rather small amount of concern shown by Swedish local and 

central authorities. 

The fact that there is no knowledge of casualties from the cold among those evicted 

is not a sufficient argument to disregard the high risk of such measures. Temperatures during 

winter nights can go as low as -20° C, and even in spring, night temperatures are negative. 

The people living in the informal settlement I visited in April 2016, in the forest of Farsta, 

Stockholm, had already been evacuated several times since the beginning of that year. A few 

days after my visit, they were evicted again. Once on the streets, the police and the private 

security guards prevent the homeless from remaining in those places that offer at least a 

limited amount of protection, such as spaces under staircases or terraces. In Stockholm, the 

street beggars have been carrying with them their blankets or sleeping bags. Those I had the 

chance to discuss with justified the practice not only by the fear that other people could 

appropriate the items but as well by the fear that police removed them if found. This practice 

might be a new development, as a study in 2015 found only one case of police seizing 

property from migrant street beggars (Djuve et al. 2015: 106). Though it is the responsibility 

of the police to make sure that property laws and public order are respected, this can hardly 

be justified when done in a manner that threatens the safety and integrity of individuals.  

There are indications that the lack of tolerance towards informal settlements, despite 

the lack of alternative habitation, is not a coincidence or a contradiction in the actions of the 

municipal authorities. There is an intention to make conditions harsher for the homeless 

Romanians, and this intention is, to some extent, shared among the various authorities. For 

example, representatives from the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs in Sweden mention 

that the law regulating evictions might be modified in order to speed up the process.  

“I would say that’s what the Government does when it comes to the national level  

there is no new legislation other than I would say one, the law regulating evictions  
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the Ministry of Justice is responsible for the law they are doing an investigation on how to 

maybe make it simple to evict people from private properties.” [Interview of a Specialist at 

the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, Division for Family and Social Services] 

These plans are also confirmed in the aforementioned report of the National 

Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens, commissioned by the Swedish Government. It is 

unlikely that the more or less coordinated actions of the local and central authorities are 

purposefully intended to restrict fundamental rights. But, as long as there are homeless EU 

citizens on the territory of the country, as long as there are no other habitation options, and 

as long as weather conditions are harsh, all these measures attract additional risks for the 

health and life of a category of already vulnerable people. As the spokesperson from the 

Municipality of Stockholm that participated in the study underlined,  

“Evictions are the hottest topic we want to prevent settlements, but we don’t have 

that much to offer instead.” [Interview of a Specialist at the Stockholm Municipality]  

The Police’s enhanced zeal in undertaking evictions of the makeshift shelters is also 

indicated by attempts to involve the local community in the process. Volunteers at HEM even 

accuse the Police in Farsta, Stockholm, of using its social media pages in order to mobilize 

citizens to report any settlement. Any such call to mobilize the receiving population might 

come as further confirmation for an already active far-right movement. Both the volunteers 

working with the makeshift shelters inhabitants and the inhabitants themselves express a 

conviction that attempts were made to set fire to camps. Though the police or any other body 

of the state authority might justify these strategies for discouraging migration as simply 

applying the law, it is controversial when the effects of law enforcement are disconnected 

from their implications on the rights of those subject to it. Without the framing provided by 

human rights, the inherently vague legal limits of state authorities’ legitimate force (Green 

and Ward 2000) become even vaguer. 

Taking action for the improvement of the situation of the homeless Romanians in 

Sweden and taking action for the improvement of the conditions in the country of origin are 

presented as alternatives by the Swedish Government in documents reinforcing the 

collaboration with its Romanian counterpart (Government of Sweden 2016). The Swedish 

authorities regard the latter as a solution to curb the influx. The overarching belief is that one 

should act at the root cause if one is to solve the problem. The argument of this chapter is 

that while acting for alleviating poverty and discrimination in Romania is highly desirable, 



The Justification of Harsh Treatment of Homeless Romanians in Sweden 

 

119 

this is complementary and not an alternative to ensuring that the people who do come to 

Sweden fully enjoy their rights. 

The tendency to divert the debate about the immediate application of human rights 

law in the receiving country towards a debate about inclusion in the country of origin is 

something common also at a European Union level. As an example, the EU Framework for 

National Roma Integration Strategies was issued by the European Council in 2011 in the 

aftermath of the increase of movement of Eastern European Roma and subsequent evictions 

and expulsions. The document, though, does not address the issue of discrimination of the 

free-moving Roma EU citizens. It rather focuses on inclusion in the home country instead. 

There is a twofold risk if this digression happens. On the one hand, in a rush to appease both 

the opponents and the supporters of homeless Romanians’ reception, authorities may tend to 

break their human rights obligations and point out that something is being done through help 

offered to Romanian authorities. This might be a strategy satisfactory for the general public 

in the receiving country, but can it be satisfactory for the inhabitants of the makeshift shelter 

themselves? Can the long-term promise of better lives in Romania be a substitute for acting 

for the protection of the fundamental rights of people found in situations that imply risks for 

their lives and their physical and mental integrity? 

The argument that better inclusion support can replace actions for guaranteeing 

human rights law application also works in the sense of reducing the responsibility of the 

receiving state. The legal obligation to enforce the law and protect the rights of the homeless 

Romanians is replaced by a course of action that does not entail clear obligations. As the joint 

declaration of the social affairs ministries of Romania and Sweden stipulates, “the 

collaboration is not binding and does not produce rights or obligations” (Government of 

Sweden, 2016). Needless to say, after leaving Sweden, the Romanians would be outside 

Swedish jurisdiction. 

The text of the joint declaration does not individuate in any way the situation of the 

Roma. There are three priority areas of cooperation: children’s rights, social welfare and 

social security, and gender equality. The action plan for 2016 and 2017 does not individuate 

the Roma either. The two parties prefer as a course of action the exchange of good practices 

through the organization of seminars. Though it might be controversial to specifically 

nominate an ethnic group as a target population for social welfare strategies, in the case of 

the Roma, this might be beneficial, as otherwise, it will be up to the Romanian party to make 
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sure these best practices benefit the Roma population. Provided the past experience (UN 

Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 2014), there is a high risk that this will 

not happen. 

Conclusions 

The experience of Sweden’s neighbors could indicate that, though a segment of the public 

will remain preoccupied with the fate of homeless Romanians that begged on the streets, over 

time, the acceptability of their presence could decrease. After 2011, Helsinki has had a de 

facto “no informal camps” and “no emergency shelters” policy (Tervonen and Enache 2017). 

Although evolutions after 2016 indicate an ease of this policy, years of a zero-tolerance 

strategy have allegedly been the reason why the number of homeless beggars has remained 

steady in Helsinki. Begging is outlawed in Denmark under section 197 of the penal code. The 

Norwegian government left the local authorities to decide on banning the practice or not (The 

Guardian 2015). Faced with an increasing number of unwanted homeless Romanians, 

Sweden might adopt a similar stance to that of the other Nordic countries. The National 

Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens Report may well be perceived as a solid argument 

for further toughening the approach of Swedish authorities. Both the report and the people 

interviewed state that, given the novelty of the phenomenon and the shocking level of 

destitution of these people, it took longer for the police to act. It could be that the more 

permissive attitudes are a consequence of a period of analysis. The National Coordinator for 

Vulnerable EU Citizens Report might be the indication of the direction that the various actors 

and the public, in general, have been awaiting. The report qualifies the reaction of Swedish 

authorities up to that moment as “cautious” (National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU 

Citizens 2016) and assumes as the causes of this caution the lack of previous experience in 

dealing with people in such a destitute state, as well as Sweden’s legacy with Roma evictions. 

The report assumes that due to the aforementioned reasons, those responsible for applying 

the laws were hesitant to do so.  

The striking omission of the National Coordinator for Vulnerable Citizens is the 

application of human rights laws, which, as previously indicated, is absent in the report. The 

report rather emphasizes compliance with the existing laws, especially public order and 

property laws, of all parties: the homeless, police, and authority representatives. It also 

stresses the impossibility of changing laws in relation to the exceptional situation of the 
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homeless Romanians. So, it seems that the official position of the Swedish government is 

that it does not find justifiable the arguments for new tools and new approaches. And this is 

the case even if there are signs that the application of the existing laws and acting within the 

current limits of the welfare system has not been sufficient to ensure human rights protection. 

On the contrary, the limitations of the current legal and welfare systems to effectively protect 

the rights of the homeless are used as a strategy for the deterrence of migrants. Breaches of 

human rights law are thus used as an anti-immigration strategy. 

The Eastern European homeless of Roma descent seem not to be granted the 

legitimacy required so that the receiving countries’ authorities make the additional effort 

needed for respecting and protecting their universal rights. These people might well be 

perceived as too much of a nuisance, and their situation might be too disturbing for the 

receiving population. Hence authorities would have a hard time justifying a protective 

approach if it were even to consider one. The situation of the homeless Romanians seems to 

highlight the outer limits or, in other words, the border of inclusiveness not only of the legal 

and welfare systems of Sweden but also of the respective society’s moral inclusiveness 

(Schwartz, 2007). The legal and welfare systems are insufficiently broad to reach the 

homeless Romanians, and widening their reach is not possible because it is not morally 

justifiable to include these people. 

Both studies of migration and of homelessness (Pedersen et al. 2005; Schweitzer et 

al. 2005; Hodson and Costello 2007; Esses 2008) link strategies for the legitimization of 

harsh policies to the emotional unease generated by the ill-being of migrants and of the 

homeless, and to a process of dehumanization. By perceiving these people as lacking human 

qualities, morally questionable behavior towards them can be seen as justified and 

appropriate. If the homeless or the migrants are less human than those perceived like oneself, 

then normal moral restraints do not apply, and punitive and coercive treatment can be carried 

out without remorse (Haslam and Pedersen 2007: 215). 

The strategies for legitimizing harsh treatment used by state and local officials seem 

to complement a wide range of emotional reactions at the entire population level. During a 

discussion with the Romanians participating in the language course organized by the Hem 

NGO in Farsta, Stockholm, several of those that either begged or sold a street newspaper 

stated that they had been spat on frequently. Some also mentioned other types of aggression 

that had been used against them. The respondents identified the aggressors as Swedes but as 
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extremist Swedes [“extremiștii” in Romanian] as opposed to a majority of the receiving 

population otherwise portrayed as helpful. Other Romanians that were approached while they 

were asking for money on the street and that were not part of the group present at the HEM 

language course gave similar accounts of aggression: people spitting on them, people kicking 

the cup in which money was collected, and verbal abuse. These accounts are in agreement 

with the data put forward by Djuve et al. (2016) that confirmed that it is rather common for 

street workers in Stockholm to be spat on, yelled at by strangers and to have beer poured on 

them. Admittedly less common than in the other Scandinavian capitals, the study by Djuve 

et al. reported not only cases of harassment and humiliation but also of more severe physical 

violence. Such reactions of anger and disgust are very likely towards social groups that are 

stereotyped as lacking warmth and competence, such as welfare recipients and homeless 

people (Haslam and Peddersen 2016). The homeless of Roma descent, who arrived destitute, 

helpless, and needy, are hence likely to be perceived in precisely this manner. 

The debate regarding the homeless Romanians has remained a debate of migration 

and not one of rights. The final scope of the Swedish authorities’ approach is to reduce the 

influx of undesired migrants. Preoccupation for the rights is expressed, but when the 

application of human rights law seems not to support the agenda of either the local authorities 

or of the government, exceptions are made at the expense of the Romanians. Authorities are 

using strategies to reduce migration pull factors and apply it to undesirable categories of EU 

citizens. When application of human rights law is perceived as a potential pull factor, then 

full application does not happen. Furthermore, protection has been replaced with policing 

actions, which at times breached the fundamental rights.
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For more than ten years, collective evictions have been adopted by several European Union 

countries as a response strategy towards the informal settlements of Eastern European Roma. 

Italy has been one of the first states to use such measures and is still using them, despite 

controversy and criticism. This chapter questions the persistence of evictions on the Italian 

local and central authorities’ agenda and, for explaining this persistence, applies the concept 

of demagogic choice in policymaking. The data used concerns the evictions campaigns rolled 

out in Italy between 2014 and 2019. The analysis highlights the main assumptions 

underpinning the decision to evict by mirroring the evolution at the local level of policies 

towards Roma settlements, with the political leaders’ declarations on the same topic, and 

with the impact of evictions on the human rights of the camp inhabitants.  

Key words: evictions, Italy, camps, Roma, human rights 
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On July 26th, 2018, Italian authorities demolished Camping River, one of the so-called Roma 

camps in the city of Rome, despite the interim measures issued by the ECtHR (ECtHR 2018). 

The ECtHR had indicated that the dismantling of the camp and the eviction of its inhabitants 

could go ahead19 only after adequate habitation solutions were found for the 300 inhabitants 

and, by all means, not earlier than July 27th (Associazione 21 Luglio 2018a). This was not 

the only time the ECtHR granted interim measures concerning a temporary shelter eviction 

in Italy20 , though a rare occurrence, nonetheless. It is worth noticing that the ECtHR practice 

of indicating interim measures on an emergency basis has the purpose of stopping an 

“imminent risk of irreparable damage” (ECtHR 2003) and that the typical cases fall under 

Article 2 or 3 of the European Convention of Human Rights. In other words, interim measures 

apply first and foremost to a threat to life or, respectively, to a risk of torture and inhuman or 

degrading treatment. The documents about rule 39 of the ECtHR explain that interim 

measures are applied as a high exception to requests relating to the right to respect for private 

and family life (ECtHR 2003), which is Article 8 of the Convention and was also the legal 

grounding in the case of the Camping River eviction. 

One month after the Camping River demolition, there were reports that some of the 

evicted families had returned to the location. Among the reasons for the return was the failure 

to receive an alternative habitation, having lived on the streets since the eviction, and the 

beginning of the school year. Some of the children had been attending schools in the vicinity 

of the settlement (La Repubblica, September 13, 2018). The 21 Luglio Association estimated 

that out of the 359 evicted, half lived on the streets while 123 received temporary emergency 

accommodation until the end of September the same year (La Repubblica, August 2, 2018). 

These reports of people ending up on the street likely confirmed the concerns of the ECtHR 

(La Repubblica, July 25, 2018).  

The enforcement of the eviction ahead of the indicated term in a seeming disregard 

of the ECtHR is one of the most visible actions in a series targeting the Roma inhabited 

makeshift shelters and which spurred debates over the human rights practices of the Italian 

 

19 Application no 33829/18. Was subsequently declared irreceavable. 
20 See, for example, P.H. and Others v. Italy, application no. 25838/19, Press Release – Interim 

Measures 20/05/2020 
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authorities. Camping River is not a singular case. On the contrary, the evictions have been 

taking place well before July 2018, despite the recurrent reports from NGOs and from EU 

authorities, despite the introduction by the National Anti-Racial Discrimination Office 

(UNAR) of a National Strategy of Inclusion of the Roma, Sinti, and Caminanti policy in 2012 

(Pasta 2017; ERRC 2017), despite the ECCR decisions, and, finally, despite the changes of 

political regimes in Italy.  

In the following sections, the analysis uses qualitative data collected from the online 

editions of two Italian newspapers and approaches the so-called Roma camps evictions from 

three perspectives or three intertwined plans. On the one side, there are the actions of the 

Italian government towards the settlements and the cyclical return of evictions on the top of 

its agenda. On the other side, there is the balancing act that the local authorities have been 

doing between responding to popular support for the evictions and intervening for the 

improvement of the conditions of the settlements’ inhabitants. None the least, there is the life 

in the settlements and the impact the evictions have on it. All three plans seem to contain 

cyclical movements of evictions and standstill. These cyclical movements have been 

occurring over more than a decade, and, as the following sections will show, they seem to 

follow a vicious circle, which this chapter aims to explain.  

The next two sections are dedicated to clarifying the conceptual framework and the 

methods employed. The arguments for evicting are approached under the demagogic choice 

making model proposed by Tomaso Vitale (2019) and the assumptions it comprises. The 

claims the authorities make concerning the evictions are mirrored with the effect these have 

on the human rights of the inhabitants. For assessing the latter, the practice of the ECtHR and 

reports by governmental and non-governmental human rights organizations are referred to. 

The grounds on which local authorities build their policies towards the so-called Roma camps 

are investigated. The municipality of Rome and, to a lesser extent, Turin and Palermo provide 

the main case studies. In this context, are documented the living conditions in the settlements 

and the implications of the evictions on the inhabitants. Furthermore, the chapter analyses 

the arguments used by the Italian authorities for underpinning the policy of evictions. The 

evictions and the arguments of their main proponent in recent years, namely Lega Nord party 

leader and Minister of the Interior, Matteo Salvini, are placed within the wider context of 

actions taken over time by the Italian government against the Roma shelters. The prevalent 

attitudes towards the Roma and the evictions are also discussed in a separate section. 
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Conceptual framework 

There is already a substantial volume of research about the reinterpretation of the mobility of 

the Roma in an EU context, of its abjection, and of the coercive use by state power of new 

forms of nomadization under its different forms (van Baar 2011a, 2015). The repeated 

evictions arguably fall in the same category of coercive action that renders their inhabitants 

de facto displaced people. The so-called camp inhabitants that are citizens of European Union 

Member States have rights deriving from the EU citizenship but, in conditions of 

marginalization and poverty, these rights offer insufficient protection (van Baar 2015, 2017a, 

2017b).  

The impact of the evictions on the “nomad camps” or “Roma camps” is well 

documented. Most recently, authors such as Ivasiuc (2018) and Daniele, Pasta, and Persico 

(2018) have followed the lives of the inhabitants across the recurrent changes of policy 

towards the “camps”. The biographies of the inhabitants show their attempts to withstand the 

repeated evictions and to stay on Italian soil despite the policies being directed against them 

rather than in their support (Vitale 2019). The resilience in the face of evacuations and the 

tenacity of the dwellers imply an agency that underpins interpretations of the “camp” as a 

“political space, where the Roma can constitute themselves as political subjects” (Maestri 

2017: 4). Such interpretations of the “camp” are alternative to the Foucauldian interpretation 

focusing on technologies of discipline and security and to an Agamben inspired framing of 

the “Roma camps” as spaces of exception (Maestri and Hughes 2017).  

Agambian and Foucauldian framings maintain nevertheless their relevance in the 

attempt to explain the evictions of Eastern European Roma settlements as strategies for EU 

states to circumvent EU human rights principles in order to render specific categories of free-

moving European citizens “irregular” and “deportable” (Çağlar and Mehling 2013 173). 

According to Fassin et al. (2014), the “camps” of Eastern European Roma do not constitute 

a form of Thanatopolitics in the Agambian sense (Agamben 1998), though these settlements 

are forms of biopolitics nonetheless: an original biopolitical regime issuing from neoliberal 

governmentality. For Fassin et al. (2014), the relation between the “Roma camp” and the 

neoliberal governmentality explains both the coming into existence of the so-called camp and 

its perpetuation. The “Roma camp” is one example of paradoxical neoliberal walls within the 

world of the globalized market. Yet another example is the infamous US-Mexico border wall 

(Brown 2011). At the same time, the “Roma camp” can be regarded as one neoliberal 
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orthodoxy adopted across the political spectrum. Hence the resilience of the camps policy 

despite the changes of political regimes in countries such as France or Italy (Fassin et al. 

2014: 62). 

While the existing research offers several complementary explanations for the 

existence of the so-called camps and for the policy of evictions, questions remain regarding 

the decision-makers’ assumptions when placing the evictions at the forefront of political 

agendas and when choosing an approach that raises concerns from both a human rights and 

an efficiency point of view. One concept helpful for grasping how these policies retain their 

place among the preferences of Italian authorities is what Tomaso Vitale (2019) describes as 

“demagogic choice-making”. That is, the authorities follow a course of action that aims at 

achieving consensus through reconfirming and popularizing the already standing beliefs 

about the camps. Vitale goes further to define a list of assumptions that circumscribe the 

Italian authorities’ choice of policies. One first assumption is that social policies are not a 

means to attract electoral consensus. On the contrary, issues have to stay open to perpetuate 

the source of inconvenience. Vitale (2019) also identifies a propensity of the authorities to 

choose initiatives that produce almost instant effects and are also simple and unique in order 

to appeal to the media. Also, for obtaining media exposure, some politicians opt to put 

themselves in the spotlight in a place of hardship and avoid less visible interventions even if 

the latter were to be more efficient (Vitale 2019: 48). With the intention to grasp the main 

arguments behind the maintenance of the policy of evictions, the next sections follow the 

interplay between the discourse of media, of politicians, and the actions taken by local 

authorities towards the settlements’ inhabitants, and the reactions by Italian society to the 

above, and mirror them with the assumptions in the demagogic choice-making model. 

Data and methods 

The chapter considers both roles that text serves: to describe and, at the same time, to produce 

what is described (Bourdieu 1991). Hence the analysis first uses factual data in order to 

comprehend the dimension of the phenomenon and the details of how the evictions take 

place. The factual data in media articles are compared with the data published by academia 

or by non-governmental actors, most notably the European Roma Rights Center (ERRC). 

The ERRC releases regular reports about the Roma in each European country. 
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Secondly, media text is approached as a discursive event that is not only a product 

of the underlying social relations but also produces these relations. The discourse historical 

approach (DHA) (Riesigl and Wodak 2009) is employed in order to locate discursive 

practices and strategies within the institutional frames of the evictions campaign and its 

broader socio-political and historical context. Of relevance is the Italian government’s stance 

on the Roma settlements, their response in relation to the evictions, as well as the dominant 

attitudes towards the settlement inhabitants among the Italian population. The paper 

compares and discusses the arguments in the declarations made by the Italian Minister of the 

Interior concerning the eviction of Eastern European Roma, with the policies of evictions 

adopted especially by the administration of Rome and their impact on the livelihood of the 

settlement inhabitants, and with the reactions of the Italian public.  

The DHA focuses on the ways in which linguistic and other semiotic practices 

mediate and reproduce ideology in a range of social institutions (Wodak 2011). Hence the 

DHA responds to the aims of the research, especially in the sense of highlighting the 

hegemony of specific discourses and underlying ideologies. Following the DHA, ideologies 

equal world views and are constituted by mental representations, convictions, opinions, 

attitudes, and evaluations (Wodak 2011). Ideologies are shared across groups, and, at the 

same time, shared ideologies foster perceptions of sameness and belonging. For the purpose 

of this chapter, it is most relevant how, through discourse, ideologies serve to establish 

hegemonic identity narratives. On the other hand, in order to underpin hypotheses concerning 

the impact of ideological preferences in the policy of evictions, the DHA methods are 

complemented with Vitale’s demagogic choice-making model. The findings of the discourse 

analysis are further compared to assumptions identified by Vitale (2019) as demagogic 

choice-making. 

The collection of data concerned the period 2015-2019. The choice for the period 

was made on the basis of the prominence of the evictions in the media in the buildup to 

Rome’s 2016 municipal elections and of the general elections of 2018. The assumption was 

that the five-year period would allow a wide grasp of the context in which the current local 

authorities and the Italian government were undertaking the evictions. The collection of 

media articles and videos targeted the web edition of two Italian newspapers: La Repubblica 

and Corriere della Sera. The newspapers were selected because they were the most read in 

Italy (TPI 2018) and because video material related to the text of the news was available. In 
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the end, the analysis used mostly articles and videos collected from La Repubblica, as access 

to videos was not always granted by Il Corriere della Serra.  

The decision to focus on the collection of data that included both text and video had 

to do with the latter compensating to some extent for the fact that field observation was 

impractical over such a long period, at multiple locations, before, during, and after the 

eviction. Although circumscribed to the editorial policy applicable to the written text, the 

video material allowed for triangulating the claims in the articles with physical evidence. Due 

to the common practice that the writer and the photo reporter are two different people, the 

videos permitted including an additional perspective in the analysis. The claims in the media 

were further confronted with the facts and figures reported by grassroots organizations 

working in the so-called Roma camps and with those released by the authorities. 

For finding the media materials, the search engines provided by the online editions 

of the publications were used. Based on the subject of the research, the search words 

employed were “Rom” and “Rom Romeni”. Out of the thousands of search hits, were further 

selected a total of 47 news webpage posts that had both text and video. For the period prior 

to 2016, video data were not available. Therefore, for 2015, were selected twenty-nine text-

only news items that matched the search key.  

In terms of genre, the media data were clustered into three main categories. The first 

category included local news that featured information on events connected to the so-called 

Roma camps. A second category included local news regarding declarations by politicians 

and representatives of the authorities concerning the Roma and the camps. A third category 

was comprised of editorial articles stating the author’s opinion about an issue related to the 

camps and the Roma. The media data further clustered depending on the topic: some events 

related to the Roma were dedicated multiple news posts from all three categories above. In 

terms of topics, reports of misdeeds of the camp inhabitants, evictions, and protests in relation 

to the camps were the most frequent. The first topic dominated the data from earlier years, 

while the protests dominated the data from 2018 and 2019. 

For the second part of the analysis, the content of all articles was coded by answering 

the questions that have been already mentioned in the methods subsection of the introduction 

chapter: 

• What is the media genre: news report, editorial, interview? 

• What is the main topic?  
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• What are the subtopics?  

• What are the claims made? What are the arguments used to support these claims? 

• Are any of the topics or subtopics presented as a problem? If so:  

• What is the problem? 

• For whom is it a problem? 

• Why is it a problem? 

• Are there depictions of how things should be?  

The demagogic choice model highlights the influence media practices have on 

policymaking (Vitale 2019). Hence the analysis had to consider the mass media practices that 

frame and filter the information. In terms of practices, one first issue is the preference of 

media for some particular subjects. Online editions are reliant on the number of users or the 

number of mouse clicks accessing content on the web page. The information has to appeal to 

as many readers as possible. As Tomaso Vitale (2019) has also identified, the issue of 

popularity and audience reach has a twofold implication. On the one hand, the media cover 

outmost the topics assumed to have a high appeal. With this aim, events are portrayed from 

perspectives and with words that are likely to increase the number of clicks. For example, the 

titles of articles used for the analysis use dramatic terms such as “blitz” to designate a police 

raid and displayed a preference for the term “fear” [paura]. As the media respond to the 

preference of the public for a particular topic, or a particular coverage of a subject, the 

propensity for some mirrored how the society related to the issue (Shoemaker and Reese 

1991). On the other hand, aware of the media’s editorial choices, it is expected that the 

authorities and the political leaders will choose at their turn courses of action that will capture 

the attention of the media: drastic measures that will stick in the collective memory or visits 

in the camps by politicians (Vitale 2019). 

The evictions and their impact on the most vulnerable of the 

Roma camp inhabitants 

The collected data included reports of evictions interrupting school attendance as well as 

allegations of separation of families and deprivation of any form of shelter. These allegations 

are further exemplified in the next section and raise serious questions on how either local or 

central authorities understood to protect rights while enforcing the evictions. To give insight 

into the sensitive aspects of the policy of evictions when it comes to the livelihoods of the 
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Roma settlement inhabitants, I will tackle in the next paragraphs the case of the most 

vulnerable among these, namely of children. 

The presence of minors adds a specific dimension to the evictions when it comes to 

the legal obligations of state authorities when enforcing the evictions. In this respect, the 

effect of the evictions on minors requires additional attention to the applicable human rights 

principles, and the following paragraphs explain this requirement. “In all actions relating to 

children, whether taken by public authorities or private institutions, the child’s best interests 

must be a primary consideration” (Charter Article 24(2)). At the same time, highly relevant 

in the case of children is the right to education (Charter Article 14). Even when considering 

the evictions as an application by Italian authorities of national legislation falling outside the 

scope of EU law, the obligation to protect the right to education would still apply under the 

stipulations of Article 2 of the 1st Protocol to the European Convention of Human Rights. 

Camping River was sheltering many children. Many of those evicted from Camping 

River turned to improvised shelters rather than accepting the option of a night shelter where 

mothers and minors would be separated from the rest of the family (La Repubblica, August 

2, 2018). The living conditions of the camp children were covered by the press, especially in 

a series of articles concerning school attendance and the facilitation of transport to school 

(La Repubblica, October 10, 2018). Until eviction in 2018, about forty children lived in 

Palermo’s La Favorita. In the case of the Germagnano camp, the footage of Matteo Salvini’s 

visit showed a sizeable group of children that came out in the path of the political leader and 

greeted him (La Repubblica, February 2, 2018). It is likely that children lived in a majority 

of the Roma camps in Italy.  

Children living in camps are already in a very precarious state. Some have to 

actively participate in the family’s strategy to survive. Plumes of toxic fumes on the camps’ 

premises have been linked to the habit of children burning scraps in order to collect metal 

parts (La Repubblica, June 27, 2018). The media has also been covering many individual 

stories of minors from camps that are involved in or are being subjected to violence. In the 

data collected from La Repubblica in 2018 are eight such stories. The data from 2015 

documents as well begging among the activities undertaken by children living in the camps. 

Under these circumstances, a fear that the authorities might intervene for the removal of the 

minors is present among the camp inhabitants (Ivasiuc 2018). The fear of being separated 

and efforts to keep the family together are likely decisive criteria in accepting the alternative 
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habitation offered by the authorities. These strategies of the camp inhabitants considered, it 

is questionable whether Italian local authorities systematically intervene for the protection of 

the minors or whether the scenario to remove the children from their parents is invoked to 

hasten evictions (Ivasiuc 2018). 

Evictions are operated by the police, and the media is giving more attention to those 

occurrences when the enforcement of an eviction order results in tensions between camp 

inhabitants and the forces of order. One can rarely say whether the interventions are foreseen 

by the inhabitants. For description, journalists used terms such as “blitz” and “raid”. Evictions 

result in the destruction of the built structures, with the loss of some or all of the possessions 

of the dwellers. The familiar environment is lost. As a consequence, the psychological and 

social ties are at risk of being severed or disrupted. A UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights report on forced evictions (UN Habitat 2014) underlines the particularly traumatic 

impact on children. Children perceive evictions as violent, confusing, and humiliating. 

Evictions might create a feeling that the child and his/her family are expendable, resulting in 

low self-esteem. The report mentions post-traumatic syndromes, including nightmares, 

anxiety, apathy, and withdrawal, as repercussions of going through an eviction.  

Evictions likely added to the hard living conditions in the camp as even the improper 

protection of the makeshift houses was lost. Before eviction, lighting, heating, and sanitation 

were realized through improvised installations. La Repubblica’s online edition tells the story 

of hundreds of illegal attachments to the energy network that were dismantled with the 

intervention of the police.  It is also to be considered that some of these installations and 

structures had been dismantled periodically by authorities, which meant intervals of time 

when not even the most basic living conditions were met.  

Evictions: the repeated solution to a perpetual problem 

The municipalities’ attitude towards the so-called Roma camps can be described as dual. 

According to scholars such as Daniele et al. (2018) and Maestri and Vitale (2017), over the 

last 30 years, policies toward so-called Roma camps appear to be characterized by recurring 

cycles of emergencies or tragic events followed by announcements of new and radical plans 

of intervention. It is worth mentioning that there are two types of so-called camps in Italy. 

There are the authorized camps and the unauthorized camps. The two categories together, in 

2018, were inhabited by a total of 25,000 Roma and Sinti (Associazione 21 Luglio 2018b). 
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There were about 15,000 people living in the 127 authorized encampments across 74 

communes. An estimated 9,600 Roma lived in informal encampments and in micro 

settlements (Associazione 21 Luglio 2018b). 

The authorized camps have their origins in the policy towards the Roma in Italy in 

the 1980s and have been criticized as standing proof of a paradigm of segregation (Armillei 

2018) (Roma Civil Monitor 2020). In response to this criticism, the policy has shifted towards 

the closure of the authorized camps, and these became the object of the evictions and 

demolition campaigns as well. The policy to close authorized camps has not been coherently 

adopted across Italy, and alternative habitation has been scarcely provided (Associazione 21 

Luglio 2018b), while its results are debatable. In Rome, for example, before the 2015 

campaign of evictions, there were 4,400 people living in the so-called authorized camps alone 

(Associazione 21 Luglio 2015), while in 2018, this number had risen to 5,700 (Associazione 

21 Luglio 2018b). Strikingly from a resources point of view, for the demolition of Camping 

River mentioned in the introduction, the municipality of Rome tore down its own container-

houses. A new container was priced at about EUR 20,000 (La Repubblica, June 24, 2018).  

The ambiguous and conflicted position of authorities towards the camps is not 

singular to Italian local authorities. For example, Doytcheva’s fieldwork concerning the 

French local authorities’ programs of housing and accommodation of Roma settlements 

revealed, on the one hand, intentions to promote access to rights and emancipation, whilst on 

the other, logics of control and coercion that culturalize and essentialize individuals and 

subjects and reimpose ideas of sameness and otherness (Doytcheva 2016: 366). 

One first assumption that can be derived from the demagogic choice-making model 

is that the decisions of the Italian authorities do not aim for a social policy purpose and, 

ultimately, they lead to keeping the issue at stake open. The current section will look into the 

reservoirs of arguments employed by the local authorities for justifying the evictions.  

From the data emerge two main argumentation strategies that municipalities use to 

back their decision to evict. One line of argumentation is that of intervening for sending away 

the occupants due to sanitary concerns. The second line of argument includes providing better 

habitation conditions and social insertion assistance to that part of the inhabitants that meet 

the municipality’s criteria for support. Though at first glance these arguments can come 

across as easy to sustain, the aftermath of evictions reveals them as problematic, as most of 

the evicted are confronted with worse sanitary conditions, while social insertion support is 
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provided to a limited number of those evicted. The remainder of this subsection will discuss 

these two lines of argumentation. 

Concerning the Camping River eviction in contradiction to the measures indicated 

by the ECtHR, the mayor of Rome, Virginia Raggi, pointed out that “the sanitary conditions 

in the camp couldn’t have been addressed otherwise” (La Repubblica, July 25, 2018). By 

September of the same year, there were reports that some of the evicted families had returned 

to the location after allegedly having lived on the streets since the eviction (La Repubblica, 

September 13, 2018). Hence it can be wondered if there had been an improvement of sanitary 

conditions after all. 

When on November 22, 2018, a part of the Germagnano settlement was cleared, the 

media reported that the municipal police took down 28 empty shacks, as their inhabitants had 

already left (La Repubblica, November 11, 2018). According to the mayor, most of the 

evicted had returned to Romania. This opinion was not shared by the president of the council 

of Turin’s 6th borough, who rhetorically wondered what the evidence for such a claim was 

(La Repubblica, November 11, 2018). The expectation that the people evicted found better 

options or left for a different country was not confirmed by ethnographic studies such as 

those by Ana Ivasiuc (2018). The biographies of the settlement inhabitants indicate that they 

had been using such an accommodation solution for a very long time, and they had 

experienced several evictions, relocations, deportations, and returns to the so-called camps.  

There is already quite some volume of research showing that even when it takes 

place, return to the country of origin of those evicted is, on many occasions, only temporary. 

For example, Nacu (2012) mentions that the French government’s scheme of paid 

repatriations was followed by the return to France of many of those who took part. Sometimes 

those evicted do not return to their country of origin but rather move to another country. 

While documenting the evictions of informal settlements in Stockholm, I came across 

Romanian people who had been evicted from similar conditions in Italy. Some had stayed 

long enough in Italy to have a good command of the local language. In the data collected for 

this study, the inhabitants evicted from a settlement in Genoa requested support for buying 

bus tickets to Belgium. The local administration had agreed to support them (La Repubblica, 

October 16, 2018). 

Concerning the second line of argumentation, it is worth noting that, on the 

occasions the mayors and local authorities indicated their intention to support those who were 
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being evicted, there was a strikingly limited number of people for whom this support is 

granted. While the evicted number runs in the thousands, habitation solutions were only 

offered to mere hundreds. As already mentioned, these alternatives were usually temporary. 

This is the likely consequence of the assumption of an eventual return to the country of origin. 

Even the evicted relocated to alternative habitation sometimes return to unauthorized camps. 

Authorities offer habitation based on various eligibility criteria. The failure to comply with 

the criteria results in yet another eviction of whole families, such as the 2015 case of a man 

who had received an order to leave the premises of an authorized camp of containers for 

hosting those who had been ensured economic autonomy. The man to be evicted had 

abandoned an appointment with a job office. Therefore, he no longer had the right to live in 

the location. With him, his wife and infants were evicted as well (Corierre della Serra, 

February 13, 2015). 

The case of the municipality of Rome might shed better light on how the arguments 

of worthiness are employed in supporting the decision to evict. For 2018, the Rome commune 

attracted EUR 1.2 million in European Union funds in support of its policy of integration of 

the Roma and Sinti population. An estimated number of 100 beneficiaries was put forward 

by La Repubblica (September 21, 2018). The 1.2 million was planned to cover rents of 

apartments where the evicted could move, but also for support services: help with the 

bureaucracy, with the education of children, professional qualification, and a “cultural 

contamination” program facilitating contact with the other inhabitants, parishes, and schools. 

The aim was “responsibilization and “housing independence”, which were explained by the 

policy as “pinging the Roma to build four walls and a roof with their own hands, helping 

them to look for accommodation, even recovering disused farmhouses” (La Repubblica, 

September 21, 2018). As noticed by Ivasiuc (2018), the wording of the program comes across 

as rather ironic, considering that the makeshift settlements had been likely built by their 

inhabitants with their own hands as a last resort for their lack of shelter. 

The arguments that the local authorities give for their decision to support only a 

selection of the evicted can be placed within a neoliberal discourse (Harvey 2005). The local 

authorities emphasize individual entrepreneurship and autonomy. Rights are granted only 

after one has proven activation and responsibility. Simultaneously, the lack of habitation 

solutions is seen as a consequence of the so-called camp inhabitants’ insufficient access to 

the labor and real estate markets. According to authors such as Kóczé (2018) and Maestri 
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(2019), the neoliberal frameworks within which current debates on the mobility of Central 

and Eastern European Roma take place have exacerbated rhetorical and material borders 

between this population and non-Romani citizens (Kóczé 2018). 

Maestri’s 2019 study of the neoliberal discourse of third sector parties working in 

the Italian Roma settlements identifies the role of this discourse in stereotypes of “Roma 

laziness”. The case studies in the current chapter confirm a similar effect also when the 

discourse is employed by local authorities. The neoliberal discourse of worthiness deepens 

the discrimination of those who do not meet the expectations of the neoliberal model of a 

citizen. The discursive shift to responsibilities of the individuals exempts local authorities 

from their responsibility to guarantee the access of the Roma to basic rights (Maestri 2019) 

such as schooling, in the case of the children evicted from Camping River.  

The previous paragraphs raise doubts on whether the choices the local authorities 

make concerning the Roma settlements manage to address the social problem they allege to 

solve. The choice to evict the settlements seems to be based on arguments about the 

inhabitants of the settlement that are either contradicted to a great extent and/or address 

already established beliefs among parts of the electorate. 

Evictions: the background for the image of politicians asserting 

their strength  

One has to acknowledge the role of the evolution of politics at the national level in the policies 

adopted at the local level. Though the policy of eviction has been adopted by mayors from 

both the political left and right, the Roma, the so-called camps, and their eviction became the 

predilect theme of several right-wing parties and of their leaders at the national level. The 

current section highlights the discursive framing political leaders give to the evictions and 

the political aims they follow by approaching the topic of the so-called Roma camps in 

relation to the local authorities, the public, and their political adversaries. The section does 

not concern the rather complex relationship between the institutions in charge of the 
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coordination of the Italian strategy for Roma, Sinti, and Caminanti at national and local 

levels21. 

The policy of forced evictions adopted by the Italian government has been 

controversial, at least since 2004. Then, the European Committee on Social Rights 

unanimously found the Italian government led by Silvio Berlusconi to be in breach of the 

assumed obligation not to undertake forced evictions (European Committee of Social Rights 

2004). In relation to the same complaint, the European Committee on Social Rights found 

the actions of the Italian government towards the “nomad Roma” to be discriminatory. As 

already mentioned in Chapter 2, in 2008, the Berlusconi government went as far as to declare 

a state of emergency due to an allegedly “nomad menace”, and regional prefects received 

derogatory powers for monitoring the authorized and unauthorized camps through a census, 

for the expulsion and removal of persons with irregular status and for measures aimed at 

clearing “nomad camps” and evicting their inhabitants (O’Nions 2011). Berlusconi’s 

governing partners at the time, Lega Nord, overtly adopted anti-Roma slogans and described 

arson attacks of nomad camps as the people doing “what the political class isn’t able to do” 

(The Guardian, July 21, 2008).  

In recent years, President of the Republic Mattarella has taken a stance against 

violence towards Roma (La Repubblica, July 26, 2018). Luigi Di Maio, leader of the 

Movimento Cinque Stelle party and Deputy Prime Minister between 2017 and 2020 in a 

coalition with Lega Nord, declared himself against a census in the so-called camps (La 

Repubblica, June 18, 2018) but set an objective to clear all of them (La Repubblica, April 7, 

2019). At the same time, Lega Nord leader Matteo Salvini has been the most prominent 

promoter of the evictions and expulsions of Roma. The data referring to statements of Matteo 

Salvini concerning the so-called camps and the evictions outnumbered by far reference to 

any other Italian politician. Therefore, the remainder of this section will focus on Salvini’s 

arguments on the topic. 

 

21  For a comprehensive explanation in this sense, see, for example, the 2020 Civil Society Monitoring 

Report of the Implementation of the National Strategy of Inclusion of the Roma, Sinti, and Caminanti 

in Italy (Roma Civil Monitor 2020). 
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Prior to the 2016 municipal elections in Rome, Salvini had already declared that his 

support for one candidate or another is conditioned by their attitude towards Roma: “In Rome, 

we go to the ballot with Meloni because I have no intention to go to the ballot box with people 

who say that the Roma, poor people, must be helped” (La Repubblica, April 23, 2016). In the 

2018 elections, Lega Nord leader Matteo Salvini placed the “Roma camps” at the center of 

his political discourse while visits to the so-called camps were institutionalized as electoral 

events (Cervi and Tejedor 2020). Lega Nord joined the government after the elections, and 

Salvini took the portfolio of Minister of the Interior. Once appointed as the new Minister of 

the Interior, Mateo Salvini promised swift action (La Repubblica, June 18, 2018) and results 

that his predecessors failed to reach. Alongside the evictions, he re-ignited the controversial 

idea of a “Roma camps census”. Salvini explains the reasoning of a census by arguing for a 

need to know who, how many, and what happens in the camps (La Repubblica, June 18, 

2018). In the same interview, Salvini described a plan to work closer with Romania, Albania, 

and Tunisia in order to facilitate expulsions of irregular migrants (La Repubblica, June 18, 

2018). In support of his action plan, the Minister mentioned the call from thirty homeowners’ 

associations to intervene for solving the issue of the camps, the individual case of a Tunisian 

convicted for crimes in Italy, and the allegation nothing has been done, and chaos has 

returned since the measures of Minister Maroni between 2008 and 2011 (La Repubblica, June 

18, 2018). Salvini concluded with the remark that while some Roma will be expelled, 

“unfortunately the Italian Roma have to be kept at home” (La Repubblica, June 18, 2018). 

Salvini explained the grounds for the decision to go ahead with the removal of 

Camping River before the date indicated by the ECtHR in a joint press conference with the 

mayor of Rome. The Minister declared himself surprised by the speed of action of the Court, 

mentioning that in other cases, it took a much longer time. He insisted that it was not up to 

the ECtHR to stop the “re-establishment of law” (La Repubblica, July 25, 2018). Concerning 

the meaning of the expression “re-establishment of the law”, the Minister stated that, out of 

the 150,000 Roma living in Italy, the problems are the 30,000 who persist in living illegally 

in the camps. This fraction of the Roma population was, in the words of Salvini, “a minority 

pocket of parasitic resistance” (La Repubblica, July 25, 2018).  

“Reporter: All this persistence on the clearing of camps, might it later result in 

discrimination of the Roma population? 

Minister of the Interior: No  
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We are simply asking for equality of rights and duties  

Hence burning toxic substances that poison the neighbors is not something stipulated in the 

law  

Children are sent to school, the cars are insured, one needs to work and fill in the tax 

declaration 

 I remind you that the presence of Roma in Italy is above 150 thousand people, and the 

problems we are talking about are limited to about 30 thousand people who persist living in 

the camps  

Hence for this minority pocket of parasitic resistance, they could be Swedish, Finns, Eskimos, 

we support the activity of the municipalities, including also identifying, of course not ethnical 

but subjective, of who lives in these camps  

The debates from the previous weeks about the census  

How can I help someone if I don’t know who one is, how old one is, which nationality one 

has, how many children one has, and what one does for a living” (La Repubblica, July 25, 

2018) 

From the joint press conference, one can discern the three main argumentation 

schemes that Salvini uses in support of his intentions for the so-called camps: firstly, the 

argument of the need to re-establish or to apply the law. Secondly, in opposition to the 

application of the law, the Roma are presented as breaking the law. Third, Salvini uses 

analogies of parasitism and infestation to qualify the Roma in the camps. The video of the 

press conference with the mayor of Rome is edited, and parts of the recording are cut out, but 

one can still notice the Minister’s emphasis on the expression “minority pocket of parasitic 

resistance”, which is marked by a change of tone and pace.  

 For authors such as Musolff (2010), the discourse of parasitism is rooted in the 

practice of using vermin, disease, and decomposition metaphors to vilify Jewish people. At 

the same time, the discourse of parasitism is one of the analogies with animals through which 

dehumanization is achieved (Cervi and Tejedor 2020). According to Cervi and Tejedor 

(2020), Salvini’s strategies of dehumanization accentuate the difference between citizens and 

non-citizens. According to Nicolae (2007), dehumanization stands at the core of racism 

against the Roma, namely anti-Gypsyism. Even seemingly benign Roma portrayals depict 

Roma as somehow not fully human, at best childlike. The analogies of parasitism not only 
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place the Roma in opposition with the rest of the society but accentuate their potential as a 

threat.22 

Another opposition, that between respect of the law and the law-breaking Roma, is 

a discursive technique also employed by Salvini on occasions not directly related to the 

evictions. Salvini uses it, for example, in reaction to the President of the Chamber of Deputies 

dedicating the celebrations for the Italian National Day to the Roma community [Festa della 

Repubblica] (La Repubblica, June 4, 2019). The video shows Salvini speaking at a rally. 

When he mentions the National Day, he specifies “for some, the celebration of the Roma”. 

The public reacts with some laughter and shouts of “not for us”. Continuing, Salvini says: 

“We’re also waiting for making official the day of the pickpocket and of the abusive window 

cleaner at the streetlight. In this way, everyone will have their celebration” (La Repubblica, 

June 4, 2019). The public reacts with further laughter.  

 The Roma and the so-called camps and the presumed little action against their 

existence are a common reference for Salvini’s attack on his political adversaries. Alongside 

the previously mentioned attacks on the President of the Chamber, eventually, also Virginia 

Raggi’s policies came under Salvini’s fire. When asked about incidents of violence towards 

the Roma who had received social housing, Salvini starts first by saying that he “has to 

mention that it is wrong to move dozens of people from one neighborhood to another, from 

one periphery to another. Things have to be done in daylight, in a transparent manner. If 

there are Roma who want to integrate, they are welcome; if there are Roma who think of 

stealing, they don’t deserve anything” (La Repubblica, April 3, 2019). On the same note, on 

a different occasion, Salvini names Raggi “the brilliant mayor of Rome who moves the Roma 

during nighttime from one neighborhood to another and then is surprised why people revolt” 

(La Repubblica, April 14, 2019). 

 The camps are Salvini’s field not only at the level of preoccupation and priorities 

but also physically. In the archives of La Repubblica between 2015 and 2020, there are at 

least four videos of Salvini visiting one of the Roma settlements. Cervi and Tejedor (2020) 

notice the significance of these visits in the economy of the electoral campaign, but the Lega 

Nord leader continues the practice even after stepping down as Minister of the Interior (La 

 

22 For a more detailed coverage of the historical discourses on the Roma, see Chapter 2. 
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Republica, July 18, 2020). The images of the visits depict similar scenes: Salvini walking 

surrounded by a group of journalists, by people who seem to be his bodyguards, and people 

who are likely the inhabitants. The latter greet Salvini or ask questions, to which he reacts 

without stopping from walking. The bodyguards make room for the political leader through 

the crowd. In the background can be seen heaps of refuse and the makeshift shacks. 

The inhabitants seem to recognize Salvini as a political leader and use the occasion 

to make the plight for their problems or ask him for his intervention. One woman in the Asi 

di Giugliano in Napoli insists “everyone has abandoned us” (La Repubblica, July 19, 2020), 

while in another camp, people ask for jobs (La Repubblica, February 24, 2016). The 

interactions with the inhabitants can be at times tense. For example, during the 2016 visit to 

the camp at Via Candoni, in Rome, he receives insults: “You jackal, get out of our camp” (La 

Repubblica May 18, 2016). Salvini responds by recording the interaction and declaring that 

“this show says more than 1000 words” (La Repubblica May 18, 2016). On other occasions, 

Salvini seems to give some credit to the claims of the inhabitants, acknowledging, for 

example, the very poor living conditions. The dialogue usually ends with questions from 

Salvini to the inhabitants about their jobs or, in the case of children, school attendance. 

Salvini’s visit to the Germagnano settlement is particularly symbolic. The visit took 

place in the run-up to the 2018 parliamentary elections. The demolition took place in 

November of that same year. The mayor of Turin hailed the eviction as a historical result and 

a wind of change (La Repubblica, November 11, 2018). Footage of the February visit (La 

Repubblica February 2, 2018) shows some of the inhabitants, mostly children, surrounding 

upon arrival an apparently uncomfortable Salvini. The children shout: “Ciao, Salvini!” and 

“Don’t be afraid, Salvini”, while an elderly woman explains to the politician that the children 

are just happy to receive his visit. Salvini’s answer is that the children should not live in these 

conditions – a remark one can relate to the piles of rubbish that can be seen in the footage. 

After asking his staff to contain the crowd so he can pass, he can be heard saying something 

about rabbits. Likely this was a reference to a rat [not shown in the images] of which he 

rushes to take a photo and to estimate its size: “That is a cow-calf, not a mouse” (La 

Repubblica, February 2, 2018). Though often mentioned by Salvini during the other visits as 

well, references to improper living conditions were not present in declarations concerning 

the evictions made in different contexts. 
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Attitudes of the public 

In the model of demagogic choice-making (Vitale 2019), policies are aimed at ensuring 

electoral consensus. One can speculate the weight of the eviction policy in the 2018 elections 

result, but this is a rather tenuous hypothesis given the multitude of other decision factors 

that influenced the vote, and which are not the object of the current research. There has been 

a long-standing discontent of a sizeable part of the Italian population towards the so-called 

camps and the Roma. To quite some extent, the words of Matteo Salvini and of other Lega 

Nord politicians seem to be mirrored in public opinion. One example covered extensively by 

the media concerned an incident on a train. A conductor asked over the loudspeakers that: 

“the Gypsies should get off” (La Repubblica, September 30, 2018). Matteo Salvini 

opinionated that the conductor should receive a medal rather than a penalty (La Repubblica, 

September 30, 2018). At the same time, a witness who lodged a complaint against the train 

conductor and brought the incident to the public’s attention received, in the space of three 

days, more than 3,000 Facebook messages with threats or insults (La Repubblica, September 

30, 2018). 

In the interview about his plan towards the Roma settlements, Matteo Salvini 

mentions the associations of homeowners that ask for his intervention (La Repubblica, June 

18, 2018). Not as enthusiastic about the campaign of evictions were the inhabitants of the 

areas where those evicted were transferred. In April 2019, La Repubblica published on its 

webpage more than 16 videos and interviews dedicated to the protests against the relocation 

of about 70 Roma people to a shelter in Torre Maura in Rome. In May 2019, another 20 

videos and interviews covered the protests against the allocation of social housing to a Roma 

family in the Casal Bruciato neighborhood in the same city. The events making the object of 

the media hype took the forefront of the Italian public debate, triggering mobilization across 

the political spectrum. La Repubblica dedicated tremendous coverage on its webpage to the 

protests themselves, but also to interviews with the parties involved and to reactions from the 

political leaders. Mayor Raggi made allegations that neo-fascist movements stirred the 

spirits, while counter-protests against discrimination took place as well. Minister Salvini 

reacted by saying that violence was not a solution to any problem (La Repubblica, April 3, 

2019) (La Repubblica, May 7, 2019).  

In the case of Torre Maura, the footage shows groups of people at the gates of the 

shelter where camp inhabitants were relocated. The people protesting take over and destroy 
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one food transport meant for those inside (La Repubblica, April 2a, 2019). A video published 

the same day shows people protesting and a burning car (La Repubblica, April 2b, 2019). In 

another video, the people in the shelter are seen at balconies shouting that they are prisoners 

(La Repubblica, April 4, 2019).  

In the footage from Casal Bruciato (La Repubblica, May 7, 2019), a Bosnian Roma 

woman and her two small children are escorted into the block of flats by a large number of 

police officers in full riot gear through a crowd shouting, “Via!” [go away]. A young skinhead 

man at the forefront can be heard shouting, “Fa schifo!” [You’re disgusting!] and “Ti stupro” 

[I rape you] while pushing against the line of police officers. A large number of reporters and 

photographers can also be seen in the images. Similar scenes were also filmed while the 

police, this time without riot gear, escorted the family out of the building for a visit to the 

Vatican at the invitation of the Pope. On the balconies in the background can be seen several 

Italian flags (La Repubblica, May 9, 2019). Crowds pushing against the line of police officers 

can be seen and heard shouting insults during Mayor Raggi’s visit to the location (La 

Repubblica, May 8, 2019). 

Such cases were not singular to Rome. La Repubblica alone dedicated 12 articles in 

August 2018 to what it labeled as a revolt against housing for the Roma in Palermo. The 

former inhabitants of La Favorita settlement were meant to receive habitation in two villas 

owned by the municipality in the Pagliarelli neighborhood. Invoking fear and frustration that 

social housing was made available to the Roma from the camps but not to the citizens of 

Palermo, the neighbors of the two villas on Via Felice Emma organized on social media and 

took to the streets. The municipality had to negotiate, and the talks with the inhabitants of 

Via Felice Emma lasted for days (La Repubblica, September 4, 2018). Footage from the 

protest shows people gathered on the street in front of the gates of the two villas. The 

publication also included a photo of several people putting up on a fence a banner with the 

message, “no Roma in our neighborhood” (La Repubblica, August 9, 2018).  

Conclusions  

The decision-making assumptions highlighted in the previous chapter were widely adopted 

by the Italian cities, though they are not exclusive. They co-exist with other models of choice-

making that can be found across Italian towns (Vitale 2019), which were not covered in this 

chapter. The anti-discrimination stance of President Mattarella and of some members of the 
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Italian Parliament, together with the anti-discrimination and pro-Roma protests, gives a very 

different picture to that discussed in the previous section and as shown in the collected data, 

was as well covered by the media. At the same time, the existence of this alternative image 

does not invalidate this chapter’s hypotheses, as it seems to have coexisted for long with the 

decision-making model that perpetuated the evictions and the misery of the camp inhabitants. 

When the evictions are placed within a human rights framework, such as the 

arguments of the ad interim measures disposed by the ECtHR in the case of the Camping 

River eviction, one notices that, on many occasions, the Italian state not only did not intervene 

in support of the settlement’s inhabitants, but it undertook actions that aggravated their 

situation. By analyzing the most prevalent argumentation reservoirs employed by the 

authorities, the previous sections have revealed that the decision to evict responded to 

attitudes widespread in Italian society and to the preference of media outlets for the 

sensational. The findings are congruent with Tomaso Vitale’s demagogic choice-making 

model, namely, policy choices that are made as a consequence of the authorities’ assumptions 

over how consensus with the electorate might be ensured and over how the attention of the 

media can be attracted. 

Though invoked, welfare issues or the human rights of the inhabitants have seldom 

been a preoccupation of the main promotors of the evictions. At the same time, on the side 

of the local authorities, even when such preoccupations are declared, they get diluted in 

arguments over the worthiness of help recipients and in the contradictory policies towards 

the so-called camps. The local authorities have been doing a complicated balancing act 

between the social policies targeting the settlement inhabitants, pressure from the various 

political leaders and governments to clear the so-called camps, and the overall public 

dissatisfaction. Conflicting interests of different groups aside, a resolution on these 

contradictions was even less likely, provided that the declarations and courses of actions 

promoted by decision-makers further reinforced the negative attitudes towards the Roma. 

The representation of the Eastern European Roma as an illegitimate out-group brought doubt 

on any intervention the authorities might have intended for the improvement of the living 

conditions of those evicted. The settlement inhabitants were regarded as profiteers, and the 

solution was not to give them help in Italy but to remove and return them to their country of 

origin. 
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The protesting people’s dissatisfaction originates in the decision to relocate 

inhabitants of a settlement in their neighborhood and plays in the hands of the proponents of 

the evictions. The frustration with what they saw as the local authority’s preferential 

treatment of unworthy welfare recipients echoes the words of the Minister of the Interior. 

Alongside the importance in the economy of policymaking of the relation between the 

political leaders and the part of the population they aimed to engage, the analysis has 

underlined the role of the media. In confirmation of the assumptions comprised in the 

demagogic choice model (Vitale 2019), politicians ensured their place in the spotlight by 

exploiting the media’s preference for the sensational. In consequence, actions towards the 

so-called camps included impromptu visits, police raids, and radical measures such as 

demolitions. These have been taking place on a background of declarations that, with an aim 

to obtain attention, on many occasions pushed further the limits of the outrageous by making 

use of metaphors of infestation and parasitism. 

By following a period of more than five years, the paper has revealed that, as long 

as the decision-makers at the level of local and central authorities make their policy choice 

on the basis of the logic outlined above, the camps and the evictions are further perpetuated. 

Corroborated with the adoption of the same decision-making model across Europe, the 

cyclical occurrence of the eviction traps the evicted in a spiral that few of them seem able to 

exit. The evicted move from one makeshift shelter to another, from an unauthorized to an 

authorized settlement and back, from a city to another, to another country and back. Their 

living conditions rarely improve, and if they do so, improvements are for many temporary 

until a deadline set by the authorities or until a new eviction. This mobility is not only 

precarious but, as demonstrated by the authorities’ reluctance to observe the measures 

disposed by ECtHR, it takes place without the protection of the human rights legislation.
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Each of the previous chapters is an individual study with conclusions. The aim expressed in 

the introduction was that the chapters would read as complementary perspectives on the same 

hypothesis. This last chapter brings together the findings and emphasizes their relevance 

when considered at the same time. I will proceed and address the main hypothesis and the 

secondary ones and summarize the findings that underpin them. The following section 

introduces the findings concerning the application of human rights principles to the measures 

of settlement eviction and free movement control. The second section compiles the findings 

regarding the discursive strategies employed for justifying the measures targeting the 

inhabitants of the settlements and the free movement of Eastern European Roma in general. 

The final part of the chapter will highlight the contribution of the thesis to theory and methods 

and possible paths opened for further research. 

Arguments for the central hypothesis  

As early as 2011, I set out to document the free movement of some of the most deprived 

citizens of the European Union. In parallel to so-called migration crises such as the 2015 

reception of asylum seekers with barbed wire, tear-gas, and rubber bullets, the evictions and 

expulsions of Eastern European Union citizens, many of Roma descent, have continued until 

today seldom under the pretext of deterring a “nomad invasion”. In all the articles that 

comprise the thesis, these evictions and reactions to it were considered a crucial test case for 

the hypothesis that perceptions over a specific population’s worthiness and belonging 

override the individual rights of some European Union citizens. 

The perspective upon the case studies has been underpinned by theories of policing 

as a response to people’s movement in a globalized world, most importantly the works of 

Fassin (2011) (Fassin et al. 2014) and Bauman (2016), and an Agamben inspired framing of 

the Roma camps as spaces of exception (Agamben 1998). For the motivation of conducting 

this research, it has been particularly intriguing whether, though legally not a population of 

migrants and not outsiders geographically, the marginalized population in the scope has been 

nonetheless targeted by actions that have increasingly characterized border control and the 

management of migration (Fassin 2011). In the chapters, the mobility of some of the EU’s 

most deprived was regarded as well as a challenge to the premises of nationalism and as a 

potential phenomenon in line with the cosmopolitan principles of the European Union but, 

as also supported by authors such as Balibar (2009) and Yıldız and De Genova (2017), 
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seldom recognized. The research has aimed to bring together the aforementioned theoretical 

perspectives by bridging between the concepts of human rights, discursive representation of 

the migrant, and regimes of exception in the management of migration.  

The chosen perspective and the conceptual framework have underpinned the 

formulation of the hypotheses and method choice. The research investigated what do the 

strategies of containing the mobility of some of the most deprived EU citizens reveal about 

the management of migration in the EU and about the EU’s human rights principles. By 

approaching the receiving authorities’ actions towards the Eastern European citizens living 

in improvised shelters in Western European cities, the research project inquired how 

categories de facto excluded from the enjoyment of their rights are created within a political 

system underpinned by universal rights principles. 

When looked at in their entirety, the findings of the chapters stand as grounds for 

confirming the central hypothesis of the thesis: the approach of the authorities of the receiving 

EU Member States towards destitute Eastern Europeans, many of which are Roma, is an 

epitome of a regime of exception through which rights are overridden by the subjective 

collective perception of who belongs where.  

At a descriptive level, the chapters followed how the evictions of Roma from 

Eastern Europe held the headlines first in Italy in 2008, then in France in 2010, in Sweden in 

2015, and so forth until the moment at which these conclusions are being written. The thesis 

exemplified how national and local authorities tend to conflate allegations of breaches of 

national laws or of secondary EU legislation, with an altogether loss of entitlement to the 

rights applicable to EU citizens. All chapters identified how the historical discourses about 

the “mischievous and threatening nature of the Roma” were mobilized for labeling the free 

movement of destitute Eastern Europeans as exceptional and for conveying an image of the 

targeted population as the illegitimate beneficiary of European citizenship and of rights. The 

chapters documented how, for European Union citizens that live in makeshift shelters or 

directly on the streets, the human rights principles applicable to their free movement seldom 

stood as sufficient protection from discrimination and violence. 

At the level of explanations, each chapter sheds light on the “Roma migrant” as 

something that is produced and maintained by the public discourse of politicians and the 

media and whose imaginary informs the actions taken towards the mobility of those who are 

identified as such. The analysis employed notions of borders as constructs and physical things 
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for grasping how some EU citizens are constituted into categories outside the reach of 

universal rights and outside the reach of compassion. Under this framing, the collective denial 

of access to welfare and the forced evictions were confirmed as strategies through which both 

national and EU level authorities exert exceptions from the standing European Union legal 

principles. 

As it can be understood from the summary above, there are two main threads across 

each chapter’s conclusions. On the one hand, the Eastern European citizens of Roma ethnicity 

themselves emerge in a European Union context in a precarious situation not so different 

from that experienced in their countries of origin: more mobile geographically but still 

“internal outsiders” whose legitimacy as citizens is contested and for whom the EU principles 

of human rights are not fully applied. The following section will summarize the key findings 

in this respect. On the other hand, the discursive juxtaposition of the mobility of Roma ethnics 

to the mobility of all poor Eastern European citizens is revealed as an argumentation strategy 

that aims to justify the actions that add up to a restriction and even criminalization of the free 

movement of the poor. In what concerns the discursive strategies, the key findings will be 

highlighted in the third section of the current conclusions chapter. 

Which exception and from what? Findings on the application of 

the EU human rights principles in the context of free movement 

The chapters have documented allegations of breaches of human rights law in the receiving 

authorities’ recurrent verifications of the right to reside of the inhabitants of the so-called 

camps, their evictions, and expulsions. The most extensively documented has been the 

enforcement of evictions of these informal shelters. The allegations of breaches of human 

rights law have also found confirmation in the practice of the ECtHR that was discussed in 

the introduction. 

Irrespective of whether they took place in France, Sweden, or Italy, the evictions 

entailed most often a worse situation for people in an already precarious state. Though 

regularly invoked, the grounds of health and safety most often did not concern the health and 

safety of those evicted. One well-covered consequence of the evictions was the negative 

impact on access to sanitation and heating. Judging on the hints in the declarations of officials 

and even in the policy recommendations, that access to sanitation had not been a concern, to 

begin with. The recommendation of the Swedish National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU 
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Citizens that the police should be strict in sanctioning the shelters’ inhabitants defecating in 

the forest is one notable such example (National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens 

2016: 68). 

In either France, Italy, or Sweden, alternative habitation was often not provided 

following an eviction. Or, when alternative habitation was provided, this was frequently 

under conditions that did not allow families to remain together. In cases involving minors, 

there was little evidence that the authorities intervened in their best interest. Especially in 

Italy and in France, the examples of minors remaining in an improvised habitation following 

an eviction were regular enough to assume this was not an exception. Additionally, the 

negative impact on the access to education of the minors living in the camps in Italy has been 

briefly covered in Chapter 5.  

Chapter 5 also gives examples of what the proponents of an eviction campaign make 

of the judgment of the ECtHR. As declared by the Italian Minister of the Interior, “it won’t 

be Strasbourg to stop us from applying the law” (La Repubblica, July 25, 2018). The practice 

of the ECtHR aside, in the introduction, it was discussed that both EU secondary and national 

legislation falling within the scope of EU law must be applied in light of the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the European Union.  

Under Directive 2004/38, the national authorities can constrain the right of free 

movement for arguments of public policy, public health, and public security. The national 

authorities enjoy a certain margin of appreciation to define public policy and public security 

according to their own national needs. The European Court of Justice remains competent to 

censor national measures. Nonetheless, the measures Member States can take in such 

situations are circumscribed to the purposes and goals of the Directive and, consequently, the 

Charter. The chapters have shown that the condition that the free-moving citizens should not 

be a burden is vague enough so that, in some of the situations discussed, the receiving states 

have been using it to repel incoming European citizens in a destitute condition and to 

criminalize their mobility altogether. The specific examples of policing confirmed the 

existing volume of research supporting that for the Roma that are poor, free movement is 

marred by the dangers derived from a mix of welfare protectionism, criminalization, and 

securitization (Arădau et al. 2013: 138; Picker, Greenfields and Smith 2015; van Baar 2012; 

Vrăbiescu and Kalir 2017).  
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The justification of attempts to curb the influx of Eastern European Roma was 

underpinned by generalizations about those targeted and, sometimes, by claims proved to be 

untrue. The discourse analysis supporting the findings of each chapter revealed that anti-

Roma racism has a significant influence on the economy of the contemporary European 

management of free movement. The claims by some politicians and some media reflected 

and, at the same time, reinforced the belief that waves of nomads from Eastern Europe would 

come and free ride the welfare system of the receiving countries and would constitute a 

serious threat to security and public health. 

In Chapter 3, in the case of evictions of the makeshift shelters of Romanians in the 

forests of Stockholm, there was evidence that acting within the current legal framework had 

not been sufficient to ensure universal rights protection. One can conclude that the limitations 

of the current legal and welfare systems to protect the fundamental rights of homeless citizens 

effectively were used as a strategy for the deterrence of those perceived as unwanted. As 

noted in the paragraphs above, the authorities’ intervention for causes of public health or 

public safety failed to address the cause of those risks, namely the existence of the improvised 

shelter. On the other side, it might be assumed that the recurrent deprivation of shelter without 

providing an alternative had been a strategy to overburden the makeshift settlements’ 

inhabitants so that they would leave for somewhere else.  

The legality of the free movement of a European Union citizen can be subject to 

verifications provided that “there is reasonable doubt” (Directive 2004/38 art. 14) as to 

whether the preconditions are satisfied. Such verifications “shall not be carried out 

systematically” (Directive 2004/38 art. 14). There are multiple arguments for the systematic 

nature of the verifications of poor and Roma citizens. In the case studies in Sweden and Italy, 

there were numerous indications that many camp inhabitants had been subject to several such 

measures. As a response to the authorities’ actions, the camp inhabitants moved back and 

forth between formal and improvised habitation solutions and, on many occasions, between 

the makeshift shelters and the open sky.  

The interventions of the police for verifying the right to reside of those in the 

informal settlements also described patterns over time. There were periods of intense activity 

in this sense, the so-called campaigns. Under the provisions of Directive 2004/38 are not 

acceptable justifications for controls of free movement that are not connected to the specific 

case or that rely on considerations of general prevention. In cases of measures taken on the 
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grounds of public policy or public security, there should have been an individual assessment. 

As discussed, the authorities’ intervention towards the camps emerged from the chapters’ 

findings as one disregarding the inhabitants’ individual conditions. Rather, the chosen course 

of action could be considered as a form of collective punishment for preventive purposes. 

Furthermore, the lack of individual assessments was no secret. On the contrary, their 

initiators, such as the French President Sarkozy or the Italian Minister of the Interior Salvini, 

made sure to underline the collective nature of the campaigns as well as their belief that their 

own judgment of the ethnicity and the state of the precarity of those evicted was a sufficient 

reasonable doubt. 

The systematic questioning of the legality of the free movement of the poor and the 

Roma from Eastern European member countries was even more obvious when looking at the 

attempts to integrate it in the texts of government policies and even of EU-wide policies. The 

chapters have considered several examples: the “nomad menace” instated by the Berlusconi 

Government, the promises of renegotiation of EU citizenship by President Sarkozy, the letter 

of the Ministers’ of the Interior to the President of the European Council in the context of the 

lifting of labor market restrictions for Romanians, the recommendations of Martin 

Valfridsson, the Swedish National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens, as well as the 

policies of Italian Minister of the Interior Salvini. The epitome has been the demands of the 

UK’s Cameron Government for the EU to reduce rights-bearing EU citizens to threatening 

migrants that need to be filtered out, as shown in Chapter five. All these examples can be 

regarded as more or less covered attempts at questioning the legality of the right to free 

movement of whole populations of EU citizens due to their poverty and ethnicity.  

Additionally, at the Union level, as exemplified by the analysis of the EU framework 

for National Roma Integration Strategies in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, the approach did not 

distinguish between national and non-national Roma minorities. By doing so, the policy 

failed to acknowledge the discrimination faced by Roma European citizens making use of 

their right to free movement. It also failed to consider mobility across Member States 

altogether. As indicated in Chapter 3, the shift of paradigm from discrimination to inclusion 

meant that the policies prescribed by EU authorities were ultimately aimed at improving the 

living conditions in the countries of origin to decrease the number of Roma moving to another 

EU state. The “Roma migrant” and the “Roma issue” of the European Union were 

constructed out of the contradictions between policies for “Roma integration” and the politics 
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of “migration securitization”. Trapped between these contradictions and the often-divergent 

political agendas of its leaders, the EU seemed to neglect and, at times, to backtrack on its 

founding universal rights principles. As supported in Chapter one, this inconsistency came 

with significant implications for EU citizenship and for the integrity of the Union itself. 

On this background, the authorities’ systematic intervention towards the population 

living in the settlements has also had a spatial EU-wide dimension. The evicted moved 

between cities and between EU countries. As exemplified, some of those evicted from 

makeshift shelters in Stockholm confirmed that they had been previously living in similar 

conditions in Italy. By following up on the campaigns of evictions across a period of about 

ten years and several countries, the research noticed their widespread and European 

connectivity. A period of campaigns in Italy and France spurred an influx of Eastern 

European poor Roma in countries such as Finland and Sweden. In response, these countries 

adopted, even if temporarily, evictions as a strategy. It is not an unlikely scenario that these 

pikes in the outflow from one EU country to another would have been much less probable, 

were the authorities’ interventions based on doubts over the situation of individuals and not 

collective measures and were the measures not methodical. This cross-Union mobility is a 

spatial movement of people across the Member States but excepted from the protection 

granted by the European citizenship and, as proven, on occasions excepted from human rights 

protection in general. Even more so, actions that infringe upon human rights or fears of such 

actions set the inhabitants of the informal settlements on the move. Arguably the opposite of 

the cosmopolitan principles of free movement, this is what Eric Fassin (Fassin et al. 2014: 

70) names an “original regime of biopolitics” that “doesn’t let one live but doesn’t take one’s 

life either”.  

How is an exception built discursively? The multiple discursive 

layers of exception making 

The analogy of a “line in the sand” used by Parker and Vaughan-Williams in a 2009 paper 

fits well with representing the multiple faceted findings on how regimes of exceptions from 

human rights are created through the discursive construction of boundaries. A line in the sand 

is a symbol for the merely human desire for fixed and tangible territorial demarcations in 

order to protect sameness and keep out the threatening different other. This image fits well 

as an analogy for the measures of collective exclusions and expulsion in the discussed cases. 
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At the same time, to draw a line also has the connotation of a rejection of further concession 

in a situation when one of the sides feels that the other has gone too far. The chapters have 

shown how the rhetoric on the Eastern European Roma acted as justification for actions 

against allegedly “invading masses of migrants” that were assumed to have already 

appropriated too much.  

The discursive framing of the mobility of the most deprived as exceptional held a 

central place in the EU, national, and regional authorities’ adoption of strategies that were at 

odds with the individual rights of the free-moving citizens. The discourse of exception served 

slightly different purposes in each context, but, as it was argued, it had a reinforcing 

relationship with the receiving population’s negative attitudes towards the free movement. 

The self-confirming role of the discourses on the exceptional nature of the Roma might 

explain not only its public appeal but also the popularity of evictions and repatriations across 

EU states.  

In Chapter 5, I have used the demagogic choice-making model (Vitale 2019) for 

explaining the persistence of Roma settlements evictions on the policy agenda of the Italian 

authorities. The model crystallizes a series of well-spread assumptions that underpin the 

Italian authorities’ choice of policies. Though the demagogic choice making concept was 

applied to the policymaking of Italian local authorities and government, the discourse 

analysis in the other chapters has highlighted assumptions that could be easily placed under 

the same framing also when it comes to the British, French, Swedish, and EU authorities. 

Given the widespread perception of the Eastern European Roma’s “unworthiness”, 

social policies that might have come in support of this population were assumed to harm 

electoral consensus. Consequently, replacing social policies with policing was favored for 

this purpose. Politicians proposed swift and immediate actions that gave them the image of 

decisive people who took a hard stance to ensure their voters’ alleged interest. The evictions 

often made the headline of national or even international news. The collected data have made 

obvious the media’s appetite for this policy. The beliefs of the receiving population, the 

politicians’ discourses, and the media discourse reinstated and perpetuated each other. Out 

of this vicious cycle, the Eastern European Roma and poor Eastern Europeans emerged as 

perpetual scapegoats. The failure of the policies of policing, eviction, and expulsion was 

justified by the alleged exceptional nature of those targeted.  
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The socio-economic factors that lead to homelessness and extreme poverty were 

absent among the factors considered by the authorities. Most often, the authorities and, on 

many occasions, the media outlets supported that the only way forward was more policing, 

more evictions, and ultimately a cap on free movement. By highlighting these assumptions, 

the analysis made salient the interplay between the discursive strategies adopted by the 

authorities in order to justify their policy choices towards the Eastern European Roma and 

the appetite of the media for a particular type of representation of this population.  

The prevalence of anti-Roma discourses among the anti-EU arguments of the Brexit 

proponents revealed in Chapter 1 that the image of the “nomad threatening Roma” could be 

used to describe unwanted mobilities irrespective of the ethnicity of those on the move. 

Reference to the “nomad Gypsy” has been a discursive reservoir easily mobilized in order to 

frame a mobility as threatening. The findings across all chapters are in line with theories of 

the essentialization of Roma singularity (Fekete 2014; van Baar, 2012; Kóczé, 2017), and of 

the fetishization of “Roma difference” (Pusca 2010; 2012) most notably interpreted as 

intrinsic nomadism (De Genova 2018; Hepworth 2012, 2014, 2015; van Baar 2011). The 

discourse of the intrinsically “different” and intrinsically “nomad” Roma has been a constant 

across all the case studies in the chapters and seems to have much weight in the local, 

national, and European governmentality of this category. The restrictions, policing, and 

evictions were underpinned by the belief that this category of EU citizens did not belong in 

the place they arrived and ought to be returned. The representation of the Roma as nomads 

was, in many cases, a sufficient argument to displace them through repeated evictions, 

through policing, and on some occurrences, through expulsions.  

The EU Roma policy discourse of inclusion - always implying inclusions in the 

country of origin - is a discourse of sedentarization of an alleged nomad population. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the permeation of the discourses of exception and of nomadism in 

the EU policy-making constituted a twist in the Europeanization of Roma representation. 

This twist is relevant for the analysis of the adequacy and efficiency of local implementation 

of European Union treaties, laws, policies. The “Roma migrant” and the “Roma issue” of the 

European Union were constructed out of the contradictions between top-down policies for 

“Roma inclusion” and the prevailing at an EU level of a paradigm of “migration 

securitization”. Trapped between these contradictions, the EU seemed at times to neglect and, 

at times to deny its cosmopolitan discourses of unity in diversity. As demonstrated in Chapter 
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1 and Chapter 2, these discursive shifts at the EU level were not without consequences for 

the EU citizens. The emphasis on inclusion in the Commission’s Framework for National 

Roma Integration Strategies left unaddressed the topic of discrimination, especially 

discrimination of the free-moving Roma. In the build-up to Brexit, the EU authorities showed 

acceptance towards the use by the British authorities of the term “migration” instead of free 

movement: a discursive move from entitlement and citizens’ rights to precarity and exclusion 

of foreigners (Guild 2016: 15). 

While acknowledging that the European mobility of poor Eastern European citizens, 

many of Roma descent, took the characteristics of a mass phenomenon, the chapters provided 

alternative framings to the popular discourses around this mobility. The research recognized 

the interconnectivity between individuals and families and the patterns of mobility across 

countries. The settlement inhabitants were sent away or moved under the pressure of cyclical 

police checks. The settlement inhabitants’ cross-EU mobility brings to the forefront an 

alternative image of free movement: stripped from the protection of EU citizenship, at times 

stripped from rights protection, and at times forced and not free. While aiming to tackle these 

nuances, the research attempted not to portray the population it covered as a victim. The 

analysis dealt with the discursive intricacies of, on the one hand, labeling as Roma individuals 

that do not identify as such, and from, on the other hand, the purposeful discursive omission 

of the terms Roma and right to free movement.  

Contribution to theory: The nexus rights- discourse- regimes of 

exception 

Since the EU’s expansion to the East, there has been a growing volume of research dedicated 

to the Eastern European Roma. As concluded by Piemontese and Magazzini in the 

introduction of a 2019 volume they edited, this abundant academic production tends to 

remain compartmentalized according to academic fields, groups, and territories. There is, of 

course, research that manages to supersede these separations, and this thesis has relied upon 

it extensively. The mentioned volume by Piemontese and Magazzini is one such example, as 

well as Fassin et al. (2014), McGarry (2017), van Baar et al. (2019). In line with research 

aiming to bridge the gaps emerging from the diversity of approaches to the topic, this thesis 

responds to the call to integrate legal, political, and sociological perspectives with critical 

ethnographic accounts (Piemontese and Magazzini 2019). 
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In the introduction chapter, I have set the goal of navigating the complexity of 

perspectives on the cases at hand by limiting the scope of the thesis through the use of a 

human rights framing. In the end, it can be argued that this decision has consolidated the 

relevance of the overall research. The case studies were approached as situations that fell 

under the free movement legal acts of the European Union to which the human rights 

principles of European law applied. This approach built the grounds for the normative claims 

in the articles and the overall critique. The mirror into which the declarations and actions 

were reflected was clear throughout the chapters. On a more general dimension, by 

highlighting the tension between human rights commitments and the construction of legal, 

spatial, welfare, and moral inclusiveness (Schwartz 2007) boundaries, the research bridges 

between theories that distinguish membership from inclusion (Agamben1998) and the 

theories of the relativity of human rights (Sen 2009). 

The thesis has approached EU policies within a human rights framework. To 

proceed otherwise would have implied a less solid grounding for the critique of the arguments 

used in favor of abusive measures targeting minorities and migrants, such as arguments of 

economic opportunity or majority support arguments. From this point of view, this thesis’ 

approach can be placed within the existing literature that analyses supranational policy and 

discourse formation and their impact and transformation at the national and local levels (van 

Baar 2020). The thesis managed to turn the critical lens also towards the human rights 

orthodoxies of the European Union. By choosing a target population whose mobility is a 

legal right comprised in an otherwise comprehensive framework of rights, the findings 

highlighted how sensitive to subjective perceptions was the application of human rights law.  

The cases at hand proved the limitations and contingency of EU powers to the means 

chosen by nation-states for applying human rights principles to minorities. The analysis of 

the cases also provided alternative framings to the top-down Europeanization of human rights 

principles. This was achieved by bringing into the spotlight the discriminatory discourses and 

practices that have emerged at the Union level. These discriminatory discourses, which one 

might have otherwise assumed are manifestations of local particularism, have found their 

way on top of politicians’ agendas across the political spectrum and across Member States. 

The thesis has highlighted that this prevalence was largely due to their appeal to the media 

and due to the confirmation they found in the standing beliefs about the Roma. Ultimately, 

as revealed in the French and British case, the discriminatory discourses play their role in the 
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relation between the EU institutions and the Member States and give new framings to free 

movement and EU citizenship. 

Rather than concluding that these are forms of a new “European” racism that has 

accompanied European unification as argued by Balibar (2009) and McGarry (2017), the 

thesis considered it as old forms of Roma racism in a new context. Discourses of infestation 

and nomadism are decades-old discourses about the Roma. Likely these discourses’ current 

popularity has to do with the fact that they are familiar discursive resources that can be easily 

activated. The prevalence of such discourses at the Union level is an example of how the 

local manages to influence and even supersede the European agenda (van Bar 2020). 

The arguments in the previous two paragraphs support theories of cosmopolitan 

exception (McManus 2013) that explain the concomitant existence of normative claims of 

human rights with biopolitical practices of ordering and disposing of human life. The findings 

emphasize the relativity of human rights to the nation-state’s instrumentality and the 

shortcomings in this sense of a cosmopolitan project such as the European Union. Chapter 

two confronted the prevalence of practices infringing upon rights across several Member 

States as symptomatic of the inextricable link between rights and sovereignty. Rights claims 

within the European Union are, to a great degree, circumscribed to the national political 

community. The universality of human rights is relative to the respective state’s willingness 

to observe or to abstain from violating the rights they claim to uphold. This theoretical 

framing was further strengthened in Chapter 4 through the introduction of the notion of state 

violence for approaching the actions towards the homeless Romanians in Sweden. On the 

other hand, as shown in Chapter 3, in the context of free movement, as well the European 

Union found itself in the position of the sovereign power that made the distinction between 

membership and inclusion. Hence, as revealed by the analysis of the communication between 

the European Institutions and the Member States, for minorities, such as the Roma from 

Eastern Europe, the political status of a free-moving EU citizen is relative to the subjective 

collective delineation of whose place is where.  

The chapters argue that rights legislation is by no means a sufficient limit to the 

variously violent modes of intervention, sovereign-exception, or biosovereignty (McManus 

2013: 126). A more consistent application of human rights norms has to be complemented 

by critical scrutiny of the discourses of rights and citizenship. As indicated in the chapters, 
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discourses of inclusion and European citizenship have the potential to be discourses of 

exclusions, delineating those entitled and those allegedly not worthy. 

Especially by mirroring the discursive representation of the Eastern European Roma 

to the livelihoods of camp inhabitants in Italy and Sweden, the findings contribute to the 

existing literature that treats the migrant camp as a space of exclusion through the suspension 

of ordinary law (Agamben 1998). Though not an outcome of Thanatopolitics in the 

Agambian sense (Agamben 1998), the so-called Roma camps emerged from the findings as 

a “no-man’s-land” (Agamben 2005) from an individual rights point of view. In the chapters, 

the regime of exception is not indicated only by the emergence of the so-called camps as the 

sole alternative for habitation for the undesirable but also by their destruction through 

collective evictions. By investigating the socio-economic causes of the persistence of the 

camps despite cyclical evictions and clearances, the thesis ventured into revealing the ethnic 

and racial motivations of Roma segregation. 

Methodological considerations 

In the introduction section, there was presented a mitigation plan to ensure that the methods 

used in the chapters would overcome the inclination of critical discourse analysis to handpick 

the features of text and context most likely to confirm hypotheses of injustice and 

discrimination (Widdowson 2004). The bias-mitigation relied primarily on three features of 

the method used. The first two features concerned the choice of case studies and of data: the 

heterogeneous nature of the case studies and therefore of the data, and the choice of sampling 

method, respectively. The third mitigation strategy had to do with how the critique inherent 

to the DHA was underpinned: the reference for the critique were concepts of rights and non-

discrimination which were legally bounding for the institutional actors that made the object 

of critique. Throughout the chapters, the three bias-mitigation strategies have proved to have 

some limitations, which I will discuss further.  

In designing the method, the assumption has been that the triangulation of multiple 

types of data from multiple sources would reduce the risk that the analysis would be centered 

on an assumption too narrow. In the same sense, the cross countries and long-term coverage 

of the topic allowed the comprehensive integration of multiple and diverse context features. 

On the other hand, the heterogeneity of data might also be regarded as jeopardizing 

consistency. The balance between local, national, and EU-wide levels increased the grasp of 
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the context at the expense of the uniformity of the chapters. The local specificities asked for 

variations in the type of data collected and in the theoretical framing of each case study. 

Nonetheless, the core theory and the complementary analysis method remained constant 

across the entire thesis. 

Although the online environment provided advantages when it came to the richness 

and diversity of data, the method had also to consider the role the media and editorial 

practices played in the emergence and spread of a specific discourse. The analysis 

acknowledged what Bourdieu names the role of the media in describing and, at the same 

time, producing what is described (Bourdieu 1991: 220). In the case of online media, it is to 

be considered the influence of the editorial goal to generate views and clicks. In other words, 

one has to keep in sight a preference for topics and discourses assumed to attract masses of 

online visitors to the website of the respective publication. The implications of these editorial 

practices have been analyzed across all chapters and regarded foremost the replication of the 

stereotypical image of Roma in order to stir up the sensational. A more in-depth analysis of 

this practice has been provided by employing the demagogic choice-making theoretical 

model to grasp the interplay between the media and the choice of policy in Italy and between 

the tabloid media and the prevalence of the anti-migration discourse among pro-Brexit 

arguments.  

Where possible, the media data were complemented with field observations. This 

was the case with the chapter concerning the evictions in Sweden. For the other case studies, 

due to the multiple locations and long-term scope of the research, field observation was not 

always feasible. Instead, were used reports from grassroots organizations working directly in 

the informal shelters and video data. The synergy of critical discourse analysis and critical 

ethnography is emphasized in more recent works by Ruth Wodak (Wodak and Savsky 2018). 

From this point of view, one direction for taking the current research even further would 

imply a more extensive use of field observation. As also shown in the previous chapters, law 

and policy texts are recontextualized across different settings, from the transnational to the 

national to the local scale. Policy is, therefore, the product of a complex set of dialectic 

relationships that, according to Wodak and Savsky (2018), have to be observed by examining 

policies and how they are recontextualized in different contexts which influence their 

implementation. The same authors theorize that a multi-sited critical ethnographic approach 

gives researchers the opportunity to observe how policies are interpreted and enacted across 
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different contexts and to gain insight into how the workings of a particular organization or 

discursive space shape policy implementation (Wodak and Savsky 2018). This proposition 

seems suitable in the case of application of the EU’s free movement principles as well as in 

the implementation of Roma-related policies. 

When choosing the sampling method, the intention was to mitigate bias by using as 

the trigger to document a case the occurrence of a media frenzy around the topic of the free 

movement of Eastern Europeans, especially of Eastern European Roma. It was the occurrence 

of the mediatic event itself that served as criteria for choosing a case study and subsequently 

collecting data, and not the features of text produced. This sampling method determined the 

list of countries covered: France, Italy, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Though there is an 

important research volume on Eastern European Roma in Spain, for example, Vrăbiescu and 

Kalir (2017) or Vrăbiescu (2019), the absence of a mediatic event comparable with the ones 

concerning the countries mentioned above, meant that data concerning Spain was not 

collected. Another particular absence is that of Finland. Data were collected in the aftermath 

of the 2011 evictions of informal settlements in Helsinki and at later stages through field 

observation. The data were not considered sufficient, while the barriers of language proved 

a substantial hurdle in the collection of media text. From this point of view, the Finish data, 

or rather the lack of it, also revealed a shortcoming of the sampling method employed, 

namely, its contingency to the language proficiency of the researcher. Nonetheless, especially 

from the perspective of employment of historical discourses about Roma for justifying 

strategies of reducing free movement, the sample of case studies proved to be relevant and 

consistent. 

All of the above shortcomings considered, the analysis in the chapters has shown 

the DHA’s suitability with making salient the ways in which linguistic and other semiotic 

practices mediate and reproduce hegemonic identity narratives in local, national, and 

European institutions (Wodak 2015). At the same time, in order to link the discriminatory 

representation of Roma living in the so-called camps to the persistence of the policy of 

evictions, the DHA had to be complemented with additional concepts. For example, chapter 

5 introduced the demagogic choice-making model (Vitale 2019). This was a necessary 

addition because the DHA, especially when employed for analyzing mostly media text, has 

proven at times not sufficient for sustaining hypotheses of causality between discriminatory 

practices, law application, and policy-making. An interesting and promising direction in the 
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study of interdiscursivity that could be an alternative or could complement the DHA is the 

use of large-scale statistical analyses of case law. For example, a 2019 study by Medvedeva, 

Vols, and Wieling investigate how natural language processing tools can be used to analyze 

texts of the ECtHR proceedings in order to automatically predict (future) judicial decisions. 

I can envisage that a similar approach would benefit research projects that take further the 

hypotheses around the exclusionary use and application of notions of inclusion and 

integration. 

The proponents of the DHA emphasize that the critique inherent to the approach 

implies that the analyst’s own position is made transparent and theoretical justifications 

should be given for why certain interpretations and readings of discursive events seem more 

valid than others (Wodak 2015). This recommendation does not suppose immediate 

mitigation of the researcher’s bias. The current research aimed to prevent bias by 

underpinning the critique on legally bounding principles of human rights and non-

discrimination. By proceeding so, the reference point has been clear throughout the chapters 

and less influenced by the researcher’s preference for one political model or the other. A 

possible shortcoming of this choice was that it circumscribed the critique to the standing 

European political model and to current mainstream European values. 

Implications for practice 

Concrete recommendations for practice have not been in the direct scope of the thesis and 

were not covered straightforwardly. Nonetheless, the findings place question marks over the 

paradigms under which are developed and implemented the strategies targeting the mobility 

of the most precarious categories of EU citizens. The findings also highlighted limitations in 

both human rights law application and the development and management of policies at the 

local, national, and European Union levels. 

There was found little evidence of the effectiveness of the eviction of makeshift 

shelters when this occurred without the provision of long-term alternatives. As a policy, the 

evictions are symptomatic of the arguable state of denial in which the authorities find 

themselves when it comes to approaching the right to free movement of the most deprived 

EU citizens. Local and national authorities still seem to act under a belief that the evictions, 

the demolitions, and the refusal of alternative habitation will send away the people living in 

these shelters.  
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The case studies have shown that the human rights principles bearing upon the 

application of free movement legal acts are relative to popular beliefs at a level of front-line 

application and an institutional level. National and EU-level institutions fail to act according 

to their role as guardians of human rights principles. From the practices towards the evicted 

Eastern European Roma, one must question if the secondary legislation regulating free 

movement includes sufficient safeguards not to be used as grounds for collective sanctions. 

Of course, individuals suspecting they are subject to discriminatory application of the law 

can resort to the courts of justice. On a macro level, though, the thesis brings sufficient 

evidence of the tendency to interpret Directive 2004/38 so that citizens are subject to 

verifications in a systematic manner and based on considerations of general prevention and 

which are not contingent on the specific case. 

Provided the many years during which the evictions, demolitions, and repatriations 

have been the popular solution, one might wonder why there have not emerged more 

approaches that act at a structural level. One hurdle might be the overarching attitudes 

towards migration and towards the Roma ethnics. From this perspective, the thesis supports 

voices criticizing the absence of free movement in the EU’s framework of policies on Roma 

Integration (Sigona 2011; Rostas et al. 2015). EU policymaking seems to have a blind spot 

when it comes to discerning the differences between the Roma living in a particular Member 

State, the Roma ethnics moving to that state from another member country, or among the 

heterogeneous subcategories that comprise both populations. This thesis adds to the already 

existing volume of research demonstrating that this generalization is a major shortcoming 

and that it has its role in constructing a “Roma problem”. The current EU-wide paradigm 

towards the Roma is criticized as accommodating forms of subordinate inclusion that 

reinforce some degree of discrimination and exclusion (van Baar 2011b; Sigona 2011; Yildiz 

and De Genova 2017). As it was demonstrated in the chapters, the discursive framing of 

European Union citizens as migrants or Roma in their relation to the authorities is not without 

repercussions on how they enjoy their rights. This opens the discussion on how to balance 

the need to acknowledge the vulnerability to discrimination of specific categories while at 

the same time keeping away stereotypical discriminatory perceptions from law application 

and policymaking. 

Recognizing the emancipation potential of spatial mobility would open the path to 

considering social policies that would ultimately support rather than punish the European 
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citizen who uses free movement as a possible path out of a precarious state. However, this 

scenario is not likely, provided the restrictions brought upon social policy by a securitization 

perspective on migration. As long as the migration of the poor and those perceived as 

different is approached mostly as a threat, there is little place for making EU-wide policies 

work for these categories. Even more so, as the various European crises tend to cross-

contaminate (De Genova 2017), the EU’s securitization paradigm to migration tends to turn 

against the outsider within. In this sense, this research brings proof for what Guild (2017) 

calls the EU’s “monstrous” treatment of its citizens foremost as migrants. 

A gate of opportunity to incorporate the criticism towards the European Union 

Roma policies seems to have opened as the Framework 2020 has reached its deadline and a 

succeeding policy is being drafted. The document for an EU Roma Strategic Framework for 

Equality, Inclusion and Participation for 2020-2030, communicated by the Commission to 

the Parliament in October 2020, does mention the EU mobile Roma as a specific group that 

should be targeted by the national strategic frameworks (European Commission 2020a). 

Otherwise, the document does not mention the right of free movement. At the same time, the 

commitment to anti-discrimination is explicit and makes the object of the first of the seven 

objectives proposed by the Commission for the 2020-2030 period.  

Freedom of movement and its protection is mentioned in the Proposal for a Council 

Recommendation on Roma Equality, Inclusion and Participation (European Commission 

2020b). The Commission issued this document with the 2020-2030 Framework proposal. In 

the Council Recommendation, a joint EU-level objective on Roma inclusion is specifically 

justified by the transnational mobility of Roma across EU countries, in the context of freedom 

of movement and of the migration of Roma from third countries (European Commission 

2020b). The Council Recommendation also acknowledges the necessity to respect the right 

to free movement of the citizens of the Union and the conditions for its exercise. The same 

paragraph mentions specifically the possession of sufficient resources and a comprehensive 

sickness insurance cover, as conditions of exercise of free movement, in accordance with 

Directive 2004/38. The document goes further and specifies the necessity “to seek to improve 

the living conditions of Roma people and to pursue measures to promote their economic and 

social inclusion in their Member States of origin as well as in their Member States of 

residence” (European Commission 2020b). 
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One can wonder why there is a discrepancy between the two documents, specifically 

when it comes to freedom of movement. Further than the statements in the Council 

Recommendation, neither of the two documents elaborate on the right to free movement. 

Even less so is mentioned the potential of freedom of movement as a catalyst for the inclusion 

objectives the Framework sets. At first glance, adherence to policies in the country of origin 

alone seems to be the norm also for the coming decade, and that might well indicate a failure 

of policymakers to acknowledge spatial mobility as an answer to the barriers for socio-

economic mobility in the state of origin. 

Directions of future research 

Zygmunt Bauman (2016) notices that the media scares have led to the desensitization of the 

public opinion towards the criminalization of migration, which has become less the news but 

rather a constant headline. It is questionable if academia as well can be prone to 

desensitization. In a time of consecutive so-called migration crises worldwide, the attention 

given to intra-European mobility of a rather small population might fade. Provided the 

perspective brought by the study of the mobility of some of Europe’s most deprived onto the 

otherwise intricated and intertwined topics of migration, universal rights, and the discursive 

construction of exceptions from the latter, one desideratum for the future is that such research 

would continue. I have previously underlined as a positive evolution the growing volume of 

research that bridges across academic fields, groups, and territories analyzed. This thesis is 

inscribed in this research direction, and there is a need to go further. Comprehensive studies 

would suppose both multidisciplinary approaches but also more studies that are cross territory 

and longitudinal. 

There are also a couple of topics open in the chapters that have the potential to be 

the ground for standalone research projects. One such topic concerns the impact at the 

individual level of the policies intended to deter or curb unwanted mobilities. There is a need 

to investigate further the dynamic by which laws and policies at European and domestic 

levels construct the “unwanted” and their implications on the individual. Biographies such 

as those in the study of Ivasiuc (2018) but also complementary longitudinal quantitative data 

would further strengthen the understanding of the implications of the policies. In the 

methodological considerations section, it has already been discussed that such studies would 
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likely require triangulation between discourse analysis, ethnographic observation, and 

quantitative methods such as large-scale statistical analysis. 

As also pointed out by Maestri (2017), the biographies of the dwellers of the so-

called Roma camps also bring more nuances concerning the dual implications of these 

informal settlements on citizenship. In the articles comprised in the thesis, the camp emerges 

as a space of exclusion and as a space of resistance. The articles have demonstrated that 

habitation in an informal settlement implies for a European citizen the suspension of rights. 

At the same time, the resilience in the face of evacuations and the camp dwellers’ tenacity 

imply an agency that should not be overlooked. There are alternative interpretations of the 

camp as a “political space, where the Roma can constitute themselves as political subjects” 

(Maestri 2017). 

Further scrutiny under a similar consideration of duality would benefit the claims 

whether free movement, such as the case studies in this thesis, could be approached as a form 

of cosmopolitanism from below. Regarded from a perspective such as that used by Gozdecka 

et al. (2014), the thesis can be placed within the current research that emphasizes citizenship 

and has a strong preference for privileging the human rights of the migrant (Peers 2012). 

Under such a framing, the research might be critiqued as circumscribed to mainstream values 

in the current European society and to a top-down approach to Europeanization (van Baar 

2020). Further testing the cosmopolitan nature of the mobility of the most deprived would 

contribute to the polarized debate on the relationship between human rights and sovereign 

rights. Investigating the individual agency and resilience would be beneficial for the debate 

between theories that take migration as a predictor of the advent of a cosmopolitan civil 

society and disappearance of the state (Benhabib 2006), and those in line with Foucault’s 

(1995) and Agamben’s (2005) theories and foresee the reduction of the democratic state into 

a totalitarian structure based on the logic of securitization and biopolitical power.
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Appendix A: List of abbreviations 

CDA  Critical Discourse Analysis 

CJEU Court of Justice of the European Union 

DHA Discourse Historical Approach 

ECHR European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms 

ECtHR  European Court of Human Rights 

ERRC   European Roma Rights Center 

EU   European Union 

NGO  Nongovernmental organization 

TEU  Treaty on the European Union 

TFEU  Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

UK  United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland 

UKIP   UK Independence Party 

UNHRC  United Nations Human Rights Council 





Semi-structured interviews guide 

 

209 

Appendix B: Guide used for semi-structured interviews for data 

collection for Chapter 4 

Indications to researcher: 

• Before starting, explain that the interview has a research purpose. Verbally ask for 

consent to go ahead with the interview, recording, and use of answers as part of the study. 

• At the end of the interview, mention your e-mail address as a channel to be contacted for 

any additional questions. 

Questions: 

1. What do you believe are the main problems with the presence of Romanians that beg or 

live on the streets? 

2.  How is this a problem? 

3. How are evictions being handled? 

4. What happens when minors are involved? 

5. How are the police involved? 

6. Are you aware of the report of the National Coordinator for Vulnerable EU Citizens? 

What is your opinion on this report?  

7. What do you think about the attitude of the city inhabitants? 

8. Is there anything you would like to add?
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Appendix C: Selection of photos taken during field observation 

Photo 1. Eviction order in Romanian language received by one of the Romanians living in a 

trailer in the forest in Farsta, Stockholm, April 2016 
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Photo 2. Trailers and shacks of Romanians in the forest in Farsta, Stockholm, April 2016 
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Photo 3. Trailers and shacks of Romanians in the forest in Farsta, Stockholm, April 2016 
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Summary 

While many people experience the European Union as a protector of human rights, as the 

case studies in the chapters of this thesis illustrate, for some EU citizens exercising their right 

to free movement, it is questionable whether human rights stand as sufficient protection 

against discrimination and violence. The many occurrences of evictions of the so-called 

Roma camps and the expulsion of their inhabitants from several EU countries can be 

considered the visible proof of a European construction that excludes the most deprived and 

of an alleged abject type of European citizenship. On the other hand, the prominence of the 

subject of Roma mobility in the public sphere appears to indicate that the historical aversion 

towards the Roma has re-emerged in an EU context.  

This research covers multiple years, multiple places, and triangulates between 

individual experiences and the local, national, and EU levels. The main hypothesis of the 

thesis is that the free-moving European Union citizens of Roma ethnicity are subjected by 

the Member States and by EU institutions to a regime of exception. The indicators of this 

state of exception are sought in the existence of so-called Eastern European Roma camps, the 

repeated evictions, and the proliferation of discourses of Roma exceptionalism. In support of 

the hypothesis, the chapters document practices of segregation, policing, eviction, and aim to 

make salient the discursive strategies that justify such practices alongside the EU’s human 

rights principles. The thesis investigates the tendency of national or local authorities to 

conflate the failure to comply with national legislation or with the conditions of free 

movement stipulated in the secondary EU legislation with an altogether loss of entitlement 

to the rights applicable to EU citizens. This is one critical aspect that all the case studies come 

back to.  

The proliferating discourses of “migrant crisis” and refugee “emergencies” in the 

current EU public culture and political debates have been complemented by the re-emergence 

of the historical discourses about the mischievous and backward nature of the Roma. Hence 

the secondary questions of this research have to do with the rhetoric of exclusion. The 

mobility of some of the EU’s most deprived citizens, many of which are Roma, is approached 

as a crucial “test case” for the hypothesis that arguments over a group’s worthiness and 

belonging override individual rights.  
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The analysis looks at Roma discourses across the political spectrum and places them 

among discourses that emphasize the idea of a migration crisis, a crisis exceptional enough 

that its mitigation ought to override the free movement and human rights principles that 

would otherwise apply. The chapters highlight the arguments behind the decisions to expel, 

evict, or refuse shelter in the declarations of mayors, ministers, party leaders, and politicians 

in general. These are the words of those who, concerning the management of migration, 

Zygmunt Bauman calls the “Strongmen/Strongwomen”. Their declarations are approached 

not only as a product of the underlying social relations but also produce these relations. Under 

the paradigm that discourse and social practice constitute each other, the analysis of these 

declarations follows the Critical Discourse Analysis tradition of revealing discriminatory and 

exclusionary discursive practices employed by politicians, especially when migration is 

concerned. In this sense, the analysis uses Ruth Wodak’s works with far-right and populist 

discourses, as well as other scholars’ works that can be placed under the Critical Discourse 

Analysis umbrella. 

At a descriptive level, the chapters follow how the evictions of Roma from Eastern 

Europe held the headlines first in Italy in 2008, then in France in 2010, in Finland in 2011, 

and so forth, until the current moment. The thesis exemplifies how national or local 

authorities tend to conflate allegations of breaches of national laws or secondary EU 

legislation, with an altogether loss of entitlement to the rights applicable to EU citizens. 

At the level of explanations, each chapter sheds light on the “Roma migrant” as 

something that is produced and maintained by the public discourse of politicians and the 

media and whose imaginary informs the actions taken towards the mobility of those who are 

identified as such. The analysis employs notions of borders as constructs and as physical 

things for grasping how some citizens are constituted into categories outside the reach of 

universal rights and also outside the reach of compassion. 

Chapter 1 places the mobility of Europe’s most deprived in the broader tide of 

anxiety towards migration. This final case study examines the role of the rhetoric equating 

the free movement of Eastern Europeans with a Roma invasion in the Brexit referendum 

results. By making a case for the study of borders and boundaries as intertwined concepts, 

this chapter also opens the discussion about the contribution of the research project. 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the Eastern European Roma mobility in the 

European Union. It summarizes the topics the following chapters will approach in detail and 
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introduces the actors: the free moving Eastern Europeans, many of Roma descent, which live 

and work on the streets of the Western European cities, the local, national, and supra-national 

institutions, the politicians. The chapter covers the strategies to contain this mobility by 

national and local authorities, in several EU countries, for more than ten years. In the context 

of the strategies of curbing free unwanted movement, the chapter also questions what the 

Roma mobility reveals about the cosmopolitan aspiration of the European Union.  

Chapter 3 follows the evolution of the so-called “Roma migrants’ crisis” over seven 

years. It introduces onto the scene the interplay between national authorities and the European 

Union institutions for the construction of a “European problem” and the extrapolation at 

Union level of tendencies to approach Roma free moving citizens as a category excepted 

from human rights law application. The analysis examines the discursive shift from 

protection against discrimination to the issue of integration and the role of this shift in 

diminishing the responsibility of national and EU authorities for protection against 

discrimination. 

Chapters 4 and 5 go into the depths of the relation between the discourses of 

exception promoted by politicians and the application of human rights legislation in the daily 

situations that those living/ working on the streets are confronted with. Evictions and 

clearance of informal settlements are given particular attention and questioned as allegedly 

collective punitive actions undertaken by the authorities. The impact of recurrent evictions 

on access to basic shelter and minimum sanitation is also in focus. In Chapter 5, the long-

term implications of the policy of evictions are also looked at. 

There are two main threads across the conclusions of each chapter. On the one hand, 

the Eastern European Roma ethnics emerge in the EU context in a precarious situation not so 

different from that experienced in their countries of origin: more mobile geographically but 

still “internal outsiders” whose legitimacy as citizens is contested and for whom the EU 

principles of human rights are not fully applied. On the other hand, the discursive 

juxtaposition of the Roma ethnics’ mobility to the mobility of all poor Eastern European 

citizens is revealed as an argumentation strategy that aims to justify the actions that add up 

to a restriction or even criminalization of the free movement of the poor.  

The findings across all chapters are in line with theories of the essentialization of 

Roma singularity and of the fetishization of Roma difference which, with the purpose to curb 

unwanted mobility, are most notably interpreted as intrinsic nomadism. The discourse of the 
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intrinsically different and intrinsically nomad Roma is a constant across all the case studies 

in the chapters and seems to have much weight in the local, national, and European 

governmentality of this category. The restrictions, policing, and evictions are underpinned 

by the belief that this category of EU citizens did not belong in the place they arrived and 

ought to be returned. The representation of the Roma as nomads is, in many cases, a sufficient 

argument to render them de facto displaced through repeated evictions, through policing, and 

on some occurrences, through expulsions.  

Rather than concluding that these are forms of a new “European” racism that has 

accompanied European unification, the thesis considers it as old forms of Roma racism in a 

new context. Discourses of infestation and nomadism are decades-old discourses about the 

Roma. Likely their current popularity has to do with the fact that these are familiar discursive 

resources that can be easily activated. The prevalence of such discourses at the Union level 

is an example of how the local manages to influence and even supersede the European 

agenda. The EU Roma policy’s discourse of inclusion - always implying inclusions in the 

country of origin - is a discourse of sedentarization of an alleged nomad population. The 

permeation of the discourses of exception and nomadism in the EU policymaking constitutes 

an interesting twist in the Europeanization of Roma representation and is relevant in the 

analysis of the adequacy and efficiency of local implementation of European Union treaties, 

laws, policies in the case of the Roma ethnics. 

The “Roma migrant” and the “Roma issue” of the European Union are constructed 

out of the contradictions between top-down policies for “Roma inclusion” and the prevailing 

at an EU level of a paradigm of “migration securitization”. Trapped between these 

contradictions, the EU seems at times to neglect and sometimes to deny its cosmopolitan 

discourses of unity in diversity. These discursive shifts at the EU level are not without 

consequences for the EU citizens. The emphasis on inclusion in the Commission’s 

Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies left unaddressed the topic of 

discrimination, especially discrimination of free moving Roma. In the build-up to Brexit, the 

EU authorities showed acceptance towards the use by the British authorities of the term 

“migration” instead of free movement: a discursive move from entitlement and citizens’ 

rights to precarity and exclusion of foreigners. 

By following up on the campaigns of evictions across a period of more than ten 

years and several countries, the research notices their EU-wide spread and European 
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connectivity. A period of campaigns in Italy and France spurred the influx of Eastern 

European poor Roma in countries such as Finland and Sweden. In response, these countries 

adopted, even if temporarily, evictions as a strategy. The research recognizes the 

interconnectivity between individuals and families and the patterns of mobility across 

countries. The chapters provide alternative framings to the popular discourses around this 

mobility. The camp inhabitants’ cross-EU mobility brings to the forefront an alternative 

image of free movement: stripped from the protection of EU citizenship, at times stripped 

from rights protection, and at times forced and not free. 
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Samenvatting 

Dit onderzoek bestrijkt meerdere jaren, meerdere plaatsen en legt verbanden tussen 

individuele ervaringen en het lokale, nationale en EU-niveau. De hoofdhypothese van dit 

proefschrift is dat de lidstaten en de EU-instellingen, EU-burgers van Roma-etniciteit die hun 

recht van vrij verkeer en verblijf uitoefenen, onderwerpen aan een uitzonderingsregime. Het 

bestaan van de Oost-Europese Roma-kampen, de herhaalde uitzettingen en de wildgroei aan 

verhalen over de uitzonderingspositie van de Roma, zijn indicatoren hiervan.  

Ter ondersteuning van de hypothese, worden de praktijken van segregatie, 

politieoptreden en huisuitzetting beschreven. Verder wordt aandacht besteed aan de 

mensenrechtenbeginselen van de EU en de redeneringsstrategieën die eerdergenoemde 

praktijken pogen te rechtvaardigen.  

Het proefschrift onderzoekt de neiging van nationale of lokale autoriteiten om het 

niet-naleven van de nationale wetgeving of de voorwaarden van vrij verkeer, zoals bepaald 

in de secundaire EU-wetgeving, te verwarren met een verlies van alle rechtsaanspraken die 

gelden voor EU-burgers. Dit is een cruciaal aspect waar alle casestudies op terugkomen. 

Het toenemend gebruik van begrippen als “migrantencrisis” en “noodsituaties” 

m.b.t. vluchtelingen in de huidige publieke cultuur en politieke debatten van de EU, wordt 

aangevuld met de hernieuwde opkomst van de historische discoursen over het gemene en 

achterlijke karakter van de Roma. Vandaar dat de secundaire vragen van dit onderzoek te 

maken hebben met de retoriek van uitsluiting. 

Door elk hoofdstuk lopen twee hoofdlijnen. Enerzijds komen de Oost-Europese 

Roma in de EU-context in een precaire situatie terecht die niet zo verschilt van die in hun 

land van herkomst. Ze zijn geografisch mobieler maar nog steeds “interne buitenstaanders” 

wiens legitimiteit als burger wordt betwist en op wie de Europese mensenrechtenbeginselen 

niet volledig van toepassing zijn. Anderzijds blijkt dat de discursieve nevenschikking van de 

mobiliteit van Roma en de mobiliteit van alle arme Oost-Europese burgers wordt gebruikt 

als een argumentatiestrategie die tot doel heeft de acties te rechtvaardigen die bij elkaar 

genomen tot een beperking of zelfs criminalisering van het vrije verkeer van armen leiden.
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