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"The Coming Hordes." This was one of the headlines in the British Economist of 15 January 2004. It is this article that started a whole series of alarming stories in the British press claiming that many thousands of “benefit tourists” would stream in to the U.K., especially those from the Eastern European Roma community. The estimated number of migrants reached hundreds of thousands. 

It was mainly the Slovak Roma who became food for the British press. Crews from Western Europe have been arriving in Slovakia to look for stories about Roma who can hardly wait for 1 May to "Go West."

We have been unintentional witnesses to the working methods of many Western journalists [who] on their “investigative journeys” came to our agency and asked for advice and recommendations. We have not refused anyone so far, for one and only reason: We want the Western press to report about the real life of Slovak Roma, and not produce some hysterical fabrication by some leaders who seek to attract media attention at any price.

And so we keep explaining: We keep explaining for hours about the real internal structure of the Roma population, about its real needs as well as its internal limitations, about unreal statistics published abroad. We try to show Roma who live integrated in society, as well as those who live in settlements. We keep repeating that the number of Roma living in settlements is about 30 percent, and that it is not possible to proclaim to the world by showing the conditions in the settlements that [this] is only the way Roma live in Slovakia. We keep repeating that the problems have a variety of roots. We try to prevent multiple discrimination against the Roma community in the democratic world, of which the EU is unquestionably part.

However, it seems that our attempts have been fruitless in many cases. “Stand there and pretend that you want to leave. And you will hold her and try to convince her to stay …" This was the instruction from a reporter from a reputable British [media outlet] who prepared a piece in Lunik IX, a Roma housing estate in the Eastern Slovak town of Kosice. The addressed Roma protested. “But I'm not going anywhere, and I don’t want to leave,” she emphasized. “But I need to show Roma leaving Slovakia,” the reporter argued. Then she introduced the story with a dramatic voice. “I am at Lunik IX, a Roma housing estate in Kosice …” It did not help. People refused to put on an act for her. 

The reporter returned to our agency in a bad mood: “Don’t you know any Roma who were in the U.K. and want to [return] there after 1 May?” she asked. 

“No, we don’t,” we replied.

“How is that possible?” she continued mistrustfully.

“You know,” we explained to her, “you believe that there are 800,000 Roma in Slovakia. This is not true. Britain introduced visas for Slovakia after about 2,000 Roma arrived there. Do you know what percentage this makes? 0.25 percent according to your statistics,” we argued, using a little irony. 

”Yes, yes,” she agreed, apparently dissatisfied. And then there comes an extremely investigative question: “Is there still racism here in Slovakia?” Our reporters smile amusedly. How can we explain to this woman with her views about Slovak Roma, which she clearly did not come [prepared] to adapt to reality, but which she wishes us to force into the piece that she prepared in advance, that racism in Slovakia is a fact--but it is necessary to know the entire background?

She looks at us, unwilling to believe that these Romani journalists are not ready to confirm anything she wants. But we try to be professional in spite of everything. We explain to her that reality is different from her views. We submit statistics prepared for such situations. We suggest that she travel to nearby villages and see that it is jobs that Roma really need and that, given the opportunity to earn a living, most Roma are able to help themselves. And that this is where the real fight against racism starts. 

“Are there any Roma there wanting to emigrate to the U.K.?” she keeps asking stubbornly.

“We don’t think so,” we reply. We patiently wait for this representative of an unnamed press organization to start to understand that no one is going to put on an act for her. We still believe that she came to find facts. 

“So I won’t find any Roma who would say on camera that they want to go to the U.K., will I? What did I travel so many kilometers for?” She looks dissatisfied. Finally she declares, “Tomorrow we're going to shoot a piece about Roma in XY.”

“Well …” we look at each other. “… who tipped you off about that place?” we ask. For a while she feels like she has won. Little flames burning in her eyes say: You see, finally I’ve found it out. 

“I was told by AB,” she says. 

“Fine, but the problem is that there are no Roma living in that village." 

This information puts her slightly off balance. 

“But I was given this information by colleagues, journalists in Bratislava--” 

“OK.” We don’t question it. “They probably know more about it than we do--they are only about 500 kilometers away--”

Although we agree to meet the next day, we know that she won’t come again. We don’t play her game, and we don’t want to do it. And she finds it unfair. She leaves with her interpreter, who was impolite and showed all the signs of latent racism. But we did not react to that. We also did not comment on her behavior when she tried to convince Roma to lie in front of the camera, saying that they wanted to emigrate. We suppose they finally convinced someone, with money, to do the job for them. 

This TV crew was not the only one in the last month that knocked on our agency’s door. The first group were those who came to Slovakia to shoot Roma packing their suitcases and counting the days remaining until 1 May, who--with their questions--misled Roma in the settlements, who must have appeared uneducated to them, to get them to say “yes” into a lens using any means to achieve it (the studio technology will do the rest), so that we were forced to interfere and say that their behavior was in breach of journalistic ethics. But fortunately there was a second group, too: journalists who wanted to find out the real truth. They also asked the question about migration stubbornly, but they were able to listen and left convinced that the reality is different. We would like to thank this group. 

The Times just recently published estimates released by the U.K. Home Office. The report says that after EU enlargement, only about 13,000 new workers will come to the U.K., some of whom would have come to the country illegally anyway. British Prime Minister Tony Blair has abandoned the idea of restrictions on taking up work and receiving social benefits for people from the 10 new EU member states. All present EU members, except the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland, have already announced such restrictions for people coming from the future member states. [TOL editor's note: Recent press reports suggest the U.K. may require citizens from the new EU states working in Britain to wait up to two years before claiming state benefits, and has not ruled out that such workers will have to obtain work permits.]

We think this is the right place to answer the question put by the visiting journalist: Yes, racism still exists in Slovakia. But the racist attacks launched by some Western media cause a deep rift in relations between the old EU members and the new member states, and especially with the Roma. The impact [of such media reports] on coexistence between Roma and non-Roma in Slovakia is obviously not interesting enough for you. But we live here. You have your story and some five minutes of journalistic fame. Your fellow journalists surely admire your courage to visit Romani settlements in Slovakia. You may be awarded a journalistic prize and pick up an extra bonus. But we have seen how unprofessional your working methods are. And that is why we do not trust you anymore. And we have decided to say it out loud.

By Kristina Magdolenova, executive editor of Slovakia's Roma Press Agency, and Ivan Hriczko, a journalist with the agency.

This article first appeared in the Slovak weekly Domino forum.

English translation by Roma Press Agency. 

