Judith Okely for Parminder

Roma, Gypsies or Travellers are the most scapegoated minority in Europe. Any presumption that poverty is only a Third World problem is challenged by the appalling conditions of the Gypsies, in addition to the racism and exclusion which they continue to experience. After the horrors of Nazi genocide, under communism all nomadic Gypsies were forceably settled, their waggons confiscated. For some, settlement brought literacy in greater proportion than in the west. Indeed, Professor Okely had the privilege of supervising an Oxford Mst dissertation by a Bulgarian Roma. 

There are swathes of dramatic Roma poverty within Europe, although some groups have found relative wealth as petty capitalists since the collapse of communism. They have been the first to be sacked from once compulsory wage labour employment. Their former covert role in an informal economy, buying and selling consumer goods and recycling waste, has often been appropriated by the majority population, to the exclusion of Gypsies. 
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A Gypsy horse and cart for collecting scrap

There are significant cross national commonalities aswell as contrasts among Roma, Gypsies and Travellers. In the west, Gypsies have continued to consolidate their economic niche as a unique nomad offering occasional goods and services to the dominant non-Gypsy population, exploiting self employment, multi-occupations and geographical mobility.  (Okely The Traveller Gypsies 1983 CUP). Some Gypsies in former communist countries have been able to resume this niche. In the UK, since the 1994 Criminal Damages Act abolished councils’ duty to provide legal sites, Gypsies have faced the problem of illegal encampments in a society, which like most states, denigrates if not persecutes nomads. Subsequently, Gypsy Travellers have resorted to large scale group purchase of land for their own sites. This initiative resulted in The Sun’s notorious invitation in March 2005 to ’Stamp on the Camps’. The implications were elaborated in Okely’s 2007 Eric Wolf Lecture, Vienna University.
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The Gypsies live on the land where scrap is sorted
Judith Okely has been involved with a Roma Summer Course at the Central European University, Budapest since 1998. She has been contacted by an impressive group of young anthropologists and other social scientists engaged in research on Roma and public policy throughout Europe. They are based in Germany, Switzerland, Rumania, Belgium, Ireland, France, Serbia, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Spain, Turkey, Italy and Hungary.  The website pictures taken by Svetlana Cirkovic reveal here the living conditions of Gypsies in Belgrade, Serbia. There are similar examples of Roma/Gypsy poverty elsewhere in Europe, ostensibly the developed world. 

Professor Okely, with IGS, QEH Oxford, is one of the partners, alongside St. Andrews, Manchester, UCL in the UK, and others in France, Germany and Hungary in the EU funded project Marie Curie Training Programme. Entitled "Multi-Disciplinary and Cross-National Approaches to Romany Studies?- A Model for Europe", it links academics, mainly anthropologists, involved in research on Roma, Gypsies and Travellers. They have taught the Roma Summer Course at the CEU, Budapest. Soros has prioritised the Roma case. 

The M. Curie project selected outstanding scholars, usually postdoctoral, who have studied Roma, Travellers and Gypsies around Europe. By the end of the four year trajectory, a cluster will be selected to take over the course. In 2008/9 Professor Okely received funded mentoring visits to Oxford. These included Dr. Marek Jakoubek, Pilsen University, researching Gypsies in Slovakia, Dr. Marcelo Frediani, Paris University, researching the mobile phone and internet among English Gypsies, Zsuzsa Plainer working with NGOs in Romania and Hungary and Hana Synkova researching Roma in the Czech Republic.
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Roma children in front of their makeshift home on the fringes of Belgrade
Parminder Bahra asked if it was possible to meet specific individuals face to face. Okely described the January 2009 return visit with Dr. Frediani to her original field sites, now bulldozed and disguised by trees and concrete posts. However, there were possibilities of mediators through the Head of official site provision in her former field localities.  There were potential contacts via Lucie Beckett, Oxford County Advisory service for the Education of Travellers. 

The Marie Curie project, with mentoring visits, consolidated the six week IGS seminar which Professor Okely and Dr. Lidia Sciama convened on Roma, Gypsies and Travellers throughout Europe. Speakers included the first Roma woman MEP Livia Jaroka, Professor Tommaso Vitale, Milan and Dr. Colin Clark, Strathclyde University, (Okely’s former Edinburgh phd student). The latter used his own and Okely’s expert witness document in a landmark court case, autumn 2008. This, for the first time, recognised Scottish Travellers in law as an ethnic group. The successful complainant, Ken MacLennan, shared the seminar presentation and, with Dr. Clark (of Traveller descent) and Okely will attend the Scottish Parliament in April to witness the introduction of the groundbreaking legislation. Thus academic research has vital relevance for anti-racism, consequences for empoverishment and state policy.

