No Room for Roma Here
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A court drops charges against a Hungarian mayor who tried to prevent Roma from moving into his village.

BUDAPEST, Hungary - Arguing that 29 Roma who were prevented from moving to several rural Hungarian villages last autumn were lacking in social mores, a regional prosecutor has refused to press charges against a local mayor. Mayor Jozsefne Mihalyi was under investigation for his involvement in a near-riot last fall when a Romani family attempted to move into a house they had bought in the town of Nemetker.
The Public Prosecutor’s Office of Tolna County ruled on 29 January that the rumors about the character of the Roma of the small village of Bedotanya were well-founded and that the mayor was therefore acting in the interests of the village. 
According to the ruling, the villagers were not motivated by racism because they were not protesting against the Romani minority--just against these particular Roma.
The series of events began in May 2002 in Bedotanya, a dilapidated settlement on the outskirts of the city of Paks, which is home to the country’s only nuclear power plant and is therefore relatively prosperous. 
But the Bedotanya Romani population has not benefited much from their proximity to Paks: According to a recent European Roma Rights Center (ERRC) report, no more than 20 of the town’s 2,000 Roma are permanently employed. 
The local government had declared one of the Bedotanya houses uninhabitable but took no action. A September storm demolished the house in question, and the residents informed the head of the Gypsy Council, who alerted the local government. 
The next day, a fire brigade arrived on the scene. Within minutes, a bulldozer had knocked down all the houses in the Romani settlement. According to an ERRC report based on the testimonies of the residents, residents did not even have time to collect their belongings. All of their possessions, including furniture and clothing, were bulldozed into the ruins of the demolished buildings.
The government of Paks claimed that no adequate emergency housing was available within the city limits and provided the Roma with tents. The local government offered financial compensation along with the advice that the Roma buy homes in neighboring villages. As soon as the news hit the media, the villages started to protest. 
A few hundred people from Fadd, Nemetker, Gerjen, Dunaszentgyorgy, Pusztahencse, and Dunafoldvar held a demonstration in Paks to protest against what they saw as prosperous Paks exporting its social problems to the poorer villages. The demonstrators collected signatures and threatened to form “human chains” and blockade roads to prevent the Roma from moving into the villages.
The events are in no way unprecedented. Hungarian Roma often live in inadequate housing: According to a recent United Nations Development Program (UNDP) survey, 41.4 percent of Hungarian Roma live in run-down buildings, 46 percent do not have indoor toilet facilities, and 34 percent lack running water.
These dilapidated homes often become unsafe, and Hungarian law requires local governments to provide residents of condemned buildings with housing. However, locals often protest against their new Romani neighbors.
In 1997, residents of Polgardi, Patka, and Belsobarand prevented 13 Romani families from Szekesfehervar from moving to their villages after the government of Szekesfehervar evicted them from their uninhabitable homes. The protesters demonstrated, formed human chains, and even flooded one of the newly purchased houses.
GOING TO EXTREMES
Residents of Nemetker took the protests a step further last autumn as increasingly bizarre rumors spread about the character of the Bedotanya Roma. One elderly woman told a television crew that she was so afraid that she would set the Roma’s house on fire herself.
Mayor Mihalyi went from house to house telling residents not to sell any empty houses to the Roma. One house had already been sold, and the local government tried to persuade the owner to back out of the contract. The government also offered financial help to the seller if he was taken to court. Since payment had already been arranged, however, the deal was sealed.
On 19 September 2002, Karoly Kolompar, his pregnant wife, and their 16-month-old daughter set off from Bedotanya for their new home in Nemetker. By that time, however, angry villagers had surrounded the house. The notary of Paks, the head of the local administrative office, and the head of the Roma Civil Rights Foundation tried to mediate, but the tension grew. Finally, they notified the Kolompar family, who decided to return to Bedotanya.
But the crowd was not pacified. With national media on the scene, the villagers broke the windows and damaged the roof of the home, rendering it uninhabitable.
The destruction was caught on tape, but when the crowd dispersed, police began an investigation into crimes committed by “unknown perpetrators.” According to Jeno Kaltenbach, the parliamentary commissioner for national and ethnic minority rights, the perpetrators were clearly identifiable on the tapes.
According to the ERRC’s report, villagers have refused to cooperate with the police in identifying the perpetrators. The Hungarian weekly HVG reported that Nemetker Deputy Mayor Batu Bakos, who ran for parliament as a candidate of the far-right Hungarian Justice and Life Party (MIEP) in the 2002 elections, suggested at a village meeting that residents not cooperate. Batu advised blaming the destruction of the house on a child under 14, who, as a juvenile, could not be held legally responsible. Any adults who are identifiable on the tapes should say they were trying to stop the child from damaging the house, Batu is reported to have said.
Kaltenbach reported Mihalyi to the Public Prosecutor’s Office of Szekszard for abusing official power when he suggested to the villagers that they should not sell their houses to the Roma. The public prosecutor turned down the case, but Kaltenbach appealed the ruling. 
On 29 January, the Public Prosecutor’s Office of Tolna County ruled in favor of the mayor. That ruling is final.
After the Kolompars were prevented from moving to Nemetker, the government of Paks offered to rebuild Bedotanya. However, the settlement has now been deemed to be too close to the nuclear power plant. The Bedotanya Roma are now living in emergency housing in Paks. 
The story of the Bedotanya Roma bears a striking resemblance to the best-known Hungarian Roma case, which occurred when the Zamoly local government demolished the houses of Roma living in the town, who were then prevented from moving into new houses by petition drives and even physical attacks.
In the night of 28 August 1999, three men with baseball bats entered the Romani settlement. During the still-murky events of that night, one of those men died. Following the incident, the Roma community received numerous death threats and much of their property was set ablaze.
When the Zamoly Roma finally moved to the village of Csor, the town’s mayor, Dezso Csete, called them “parasites that even animals would get rid of.” Ultimately, the Zamoly Roma fled to the French city of Strasbourg, where nine out of the 12 families were granted refugee status in what was seen as a rebuke of the Hungarian government.
