A lunchtime roundtable entitled “The representation of Gypsies, Roma and Travellers and the media” took place at 198 Contemporary Arts and Learning on 2 July, 2013, from 1 to 4.30 pm. 

The aim of the roundtable is to have an informed in-depth debate about, gain more insight into and improve journalists’ understanding of Gypsies, Roma and Travellers (GRT) when reporting on the communities. 

The following people participated in the roundtable: Adam Weiss of the AIRE Centre (currently European Roma Rights Centre), Jason Bergen of Migrant Voice, Nadia Manganello of The Big Issue, Andrew Hadley of Momentum, Barby Asante, Eva Sajovic, Delaine Le Bas, Damian LeBas, Keely Mills, Artur Conka of the Community Channel, Ronke Osinowo and Katherine Quarmby.

Fotis Filippou of Amnesty International (International Secretariat) and Don Flynn of the Migrants Rights Network sent their apologies shortly before the event started.

Independent inclusion, equalities and human rights consultant Lucie Fremlova introduced the guiding theme of the roundtable: the social, cultural and political mechanisms in the current media discourse that create divisions between mainstream and marginalised identities, 'insiders’ and 'outsiders’ in British society. She contrasted the issue of the high degree of community participation by members of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller communities in the project DreamMakers and other projects around the UK with some of the current patterns in reporting on GRT communities by British tabloids and some mainstream media outlets which tend to paint distorted and incorrect representations of these communities, portraying them as asocial, criminal, illegal and generally unwilling to participate or to be included. This type of unethical reporting was exemplified by a story about an early morning raid targeting Romanian Roma living at the disused football ground at Hendon the Telegraph ran on 26 June, 2013. She commented on some of the problematic aspects of using expressions such as “illegal Romanian immigrants” and the level of distortion of the truth in relation to the rights and entitlements of EU nationals. She suggested that at times such poor reporting is unfortunately endorsed by some mainstream media outlets such as the BBC and there seems to be a complete disconnect from the reality that goes on in the lives of most Roma, Gypsies and Travellers. In fact, it appears there are two separate worlds: articles of this type, which tend to feature shorthand, prefabricated half-truths and information taken out of context on the one hand and community based projects such as DreamMakers on the other, the outcomes of which show a high level of participation by GRT communities.  Analogies were established between the raid, previous operations, such as the operation targeting Romanian Roma at Marble Arch in the spring of 2012, and local/national reporting on issues relating to site provision and planning permissions for Gypsies and Travellers. Emphasis was placed on the fact that Anti-Gypsyism, unlike in the case of other BME communities or Jews, is the last bastion of publically endorsed racism.

In his presentation, writer and Editor of Travellers Times Damian Le Bas explored the relationship between GRT communities, photography and the media. By showing a series of randomly selected photographs made by various photographers, he demonstrated the diversity of the different communities settled throughout Europe, Turkey and Brazil. He also emphasised the level of (in)discretion journalist may or may not exercise when interpreting ‘stories’ portraying Roma, Gypsies and Travellers. In a sequence of captioned photos, he also showed the level of racism endorsed by TV shows such as My Big Gypsy Wedding by juxtaposing it with slogans such as “Bigger. Fatter. Blacker” or “Bigger. Fatter. Jewer.”

In a series of activities, poet Keely Mills touched upon the issue of (self)representation and self(identification/identity). Through the first workshop/presentation entitled Behind the Headline is the Heartline, each participant challenged their own identity and possible stereotypes and used those perceived perimeters that media already exerts to explore these. Each participant wrote a three word headline to describe themselves to the others in the group. They were instructed to write the first word as though The Daily Mail had described them, the second word as though The Guardian had described them, then the third word as though Channel Four had described them. This was followed by a fortune telling exercise and an exchange of thoughts. Finally, each participant had to write a three word headline based on the fortune telling exercise and the final question was how this real truth became part of how we are perceived more and how to let others know this in active ways. 

Following the workshop, there was a plenary discussion among the participants. It was suggested that education is the way forward for GRT communities as it changes the established social order. Artur Conka of the Community Channel noted what role education has played in his life and how it changes the way in which people look at him when he travels to Slovakia, his country or origin which his parents left when he was eight. However, it was also noted that it is important to establish in which ideology/political order education is delivered; the same was said of integration policies, which, in the case of Roma in Eastern Europe, have served to reinforce the status quo. Reclaiming one’s own identity and representation and establishing “one’s own brand” were also proposed as significant steps forward in the process of changing the overall perspective on and representation of GRT communities. Suggestions were made, too, that effective participation, including effective political participation and voting, can contribute to the changing of attitudes and they should go hand in hand with the aforementioned processes in relation to reclaiming one’s identity.

Photographer and film maker Artur Conka, from the Community Channel, made an intervention on how Community Channel has been portraying GRT communities in their June series in which he himself and Damian Le Bas were involved also as TV presenters. He also presented his own artistic film-making activities, such as a recent documentary film about Lunix IX. Since he put it on youtube, the video was watched by more than 49 thousand people. Regretfully, most of the comments under the video were racist. 

A number of participants responded to Artur’s presentation, particularly in relation to racist behaviour online. It was noted that racist comments of that type are a reflection of the true state of our societies find. However, they have to be treated and worked with as such as they offer insight into the level of prejudice relating to Roma, Gypsies and Travellers. It was also noted that many people are unaware of the racist language/terminology they use as it has permeated common usage to such a high degree. However, if people are willing to engage in face to face discussions rather than in online affronts, it signals a certain openmindedness on their side and willingness to communicate. It is in meaningful contacts and communication that changes in attitudes can start to emerge.
Writer Katherine Quarmby presented the racist and hostile treatment a number of Meriden Romani Gypsy families received from the local settled community, headed by Meriden RAID and the local parish councillors, in response to their settling in a local greenbelt area the Midlands. She detailed what tactics and strategies were employed in order to drive away the families who, aided by a number of non-Romani Gyspy neighbours. had been subject to racially motivated assaults, wrongful accusations of fly tipping, racist graffiti and discrimination against a disabled female community member.

Ronke Osinowo, author of I Bring You Tilbury Town, explored the issue of representing the self, drawing on personal experience of a child of Nigerian origin fostered by Romany Gypsy parents at a time of increased community tensions, social unrest, race riots and high unemployment.

After the event finished, Eva Sajovic and Lucie Fremlova evaluated the afternoon, making a number of observations. Lucie Fremlova emphasised the complex and sensitive nature of the topics discussed and observed that there was marked difference of opinion among the participants, all of whom represent like-minded people in terms of ethical representation by the media. She also thought different approach to the topic has been taken by those participants who are artists as opposed to those who work on advocacy. She concluded that both approached complemented each other and suggested that it was a good start which could be followed up by a series of more focused roundtable discussions/events.

In relation to possible follow up events, Eva Sajovic noted the example of APG (Artist Placement Group) initiated by Barbara Steveni and John Latham, active in the 60, 70s and instrumental in affecting change and having an impact on policy through artists placements who can pride themselves for initiating artist placement. She suggested inviting the same as well as new people and organisations such as Media for Development.

Other possible next steps: creating a watch dog coalition of organisations who would communicate and meet regularly and respond to incorrect and/or unethical reporting by the media.

