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Introduction:

As every report from commissions and organizations for the defence of Roma’s basic human rights, France is part of the worst examples in the fight against discrimination and racist practices towards Roma and travellers. One example (among many others) of the way the French authorities are dealing with the problem of Roma migrants was put forward by the NGO “Doctors of the World” in a regular session in 2001:“Let us mention the recent example of the 70 Romanian Roma in France who have been deliberately thrown out on the street with nowhere to go by public authorities, which evicted them from the land were they were living and destroyed their only shelter (trailers). These families with babies have been living for weeks in appalling conditions, under a bridge, with just a few tents for them to take shelter from bad weather. Prefectural and sanitary institutions have been informed many times of the serious risks run by this group of persons. After one month and a half living on this piece of land, there has been no response from the authorities. Total indifference and irresponsible treatment of Romanian Roma migrant groups on French territory contribute to the deterioration in their state of heath and to aggravating the non-respect of their fundamental rights.” 

Sans papiers and French Roma suffer from a similar institutional discrimination especially if we focus on the right to circulate on the territory and settle down for a while on any area. The question we have to ask ourselves is to what extent French institutions, from a local to a national point of view, prevent Roma access to education and employment and participate in the preservation of the general discrimination towards this community. To try to answer this question, it will be first necessary to have a brief overview of historical French policies towards Roma since their settlement on the French territory in the fifteenth century. In a second part, the focus will be on today’s definition of the legal status of Roma and a brief description of their conditions of living, in the last part, the point will be to assess the impact of national policies on the fight against racism, questioning ourselves if France lead an active policy of integration or on the contrary if measures taken are illusions of real will and actually detrimental to the Romani community.

The first point is to have a brief overview of the historic treatment of Roma and travellers in France:

The first Romani presence in France was officially noted in 1427 in Paris. They did not suffer from racism until the seventeenth century; on the contrary they were appreciated for their excellence in arts, especially by nobility. In 1682, Colbert, minister of Louis XIV, established the black code, law directed mainly at slaves but which also prohibited nobles to welcome the so called “Egyptians”(origin of Gitan, current popular denomination of Roma in France) in their castles and threaten Roma to send men to galley and shave women’ s hair if they did not become sedentary. Motives of this measure were basically because of the necessity to find people to row in galleys but it was also a proof of the will of the kingdom to stabilize geographically the Romani population. In 1895 occurs the first census of this community, it was a preliminary measure to the enforcement of a law that could impose a control on Roma. In July 1912 the anthropometric notebook is applied; this method was used initially for criminals in the1880s; this notebook included fingerprints of every finger, anthropometric characteristics, photos; this racist measure was imposed to any Roma older than 13 years of age to underline that this law was very characteristic of the context of scientific racism of that time; one point to put forward also is that the law was suppressed only in 1969 and that this anthropometric notebook was necessary to settle down in a town.

During the First World War, Alsace-Lorraine Romanichels were the main target, considered as being spies of the enemy; in September 1914, they were sent to 75 camps created especially for them.

Under the government of Vichy and through the decree of April 1940, all Roma became a potential spy and were prohibited to move within the territory, this decree stated that they had to park in towns under police supervision and they were also forbidden to stay on coastal areas. A second law in October 1940 imposed their confinement in camps. Out of the 200 000 gitans who lived in France at that time, between 3000 and 6000 were forced to internment but very few of them have been sent to German extermination camps (the Study Circle of Shoah in France noted that the only case of deportation of French Roma was the one of 145 people killed in Auschwitz following a German raid in Belgium). It is to say that the confinement was a French initiative preliminary to the German request, which shows once again the importance for French institutions to have control over nomads. As Jacques Sigot noted, the fact that none of the Roma in France, on the contrary to Germany, were sent to death camps, is a clue for understanding that “the discriminatory policy was more based on the will to sedentarize than on ethnic grounds”
, however if the reasons were different these were two forms of segregation. In august 1940, we could find 25 camps where Roma were living in very precarious conditions, this situation last till May 1946, that’s to say one year after the end of the war, when the last four camps disappeared, which is, according to Emmanuel Filhol, once again clear “evidence that the government wanted nomads to be prepared to sedentarization”
. To sum it up, Xavier Rothea underlines that an “anti-Roma state racism has existed in France in addition to the common racism since the nineteenth century, he believes that the French State have never had any other project but to maintain social and spatial control over travellers, who were considered as uncontrollable and dangerous for the security of sedentary citizens”
, this way of stigmatizing the community, especially if we refer to the anthropometric notebook was in my view the main argument for legitimizing racism towards Roma. This is still a current issue but before going further in the study of this state racism towards travellers and Roma, we first have to assess who they are today and what kind of discriminations they are suffering.

What is the status of Roma and travellers in France, what is their situation? 

As Jean Pierre Liégeois put it
, since 1978 Roma were called “gens du voyage” (travelling people), this was the first time the French Republic recognized travellers’ way of life but in fact the term (which is also false as many Roma are not travellers) is a euphemism to hide the discriminatory policy of French governments. Popular names for this population are gitan, manouches, tsigane; these words have been associated with persecution and have pejorative connotation; that is why that in the following parts I will prefer to use the term Roma to denominate this population.

Roma in France are not always nomads, two third of them have a fixed residence, and those who use caravans are often moving in very near areas that don’t go further to about ten kilometres. Today, the number of Roma in France is estimated to vary between 300 000 and 400 000, they all have the French nationality and in most of the cases for many generations, no real number can be provided as the “anti discriminatory” French legal framework prohibit census considering that the French nation cannot be divided into ethnic groups. We can add to this population the Roma from Romania (approximately 3000 to 4000) who seek asylum in France illegally and who are treated in inhuman ways by French institutions. The problem of mobility and settlement is consequently very important as it is part of the traditional practices of French Roma but institutions seems to provide more obstacles than solutions to those who would like to keep their way of life without suffering discrimination in the field of access to education and employment. 

One fundamental right is the one to be able to move and settle down freely in a territory, the fact to refuse the right to halt to travellers is obviously a great constraint in terms of access to employment and education. However, France has always put very high constraints for the establishment of travellers in a specific city or region. Everyday life of Roma in France is consequently to be expelled from one place to another, living in non hygienic places. It has resulted in a pauperisation of the Roma community, the difficulty for their children to attend a school and parents to find jobs.
Regarding living conditions and health situation, according to a study of the network RomEurope-health, the case of France is particularly alarming, especially if we focus on neonatal and infant mortality indexes that reach very high rates and life expectancy which is considerably below the national average. According to the same study, France is failing in “offering of water conveyance, food and sanitary equipment”, they add that” a low number of children in full-time education and very few people having access to professional training “, France is also guilty of “common eviction from their living places”
.

To make obvious that the difficulty of French Roma and travellers to be full-blown members of the society is a consequence of the institutional racism, we can focus on the recent text laws “meant to improve” conditions of living of Roma.

The legislative solutions considering settlement (or we should say constraints) for a better integration of Roma and travellers:

In august 1990, the first Louis Besson’s law, minister of housing, was imposing to any town of more than 5000 inhabitants the creation of settlement places for Roma. The problem is that few of these spaces have been created and the one that have been are often unsanitary and not adapted to Roma’s basic needs. The second Besson’s law of July 2000 gave more financial means to towns and regions to apply this ever neglected law. Besson was planning the creation of at least 30 000 steady parking areas by provinces and regions, specific areas were also supposed to be created for great Roma meetings. In 2004, the non application of the law by provinces is obvious, in fact only 6000 areas are available, which is the same number as in 1990. In the end, the result was even worse, the reverse effect of the law was that cities could forbid the settlement of Roma on any other places but these reserved areas that did not existed. As Michel Mombrun, the president of the national union of social institutions supporting Romani people underlines, since the end of the 60s, every law favouring the integration of these people has been constantly scoffed at. He adds that this “institutional violence is the motor of the exasperation of Roma”. 

This law just gave the illusion of trying to solve the problem of parking areas, but in fact national institution did not push local ones to apply the law and fight against racist attitudes towards Roma. The emergency of respecting Besson’s law is underlined by many French non governmental organizations (especially the Human Rights League) and Provincial consultative commissions of gens du voyage but in most cases municipal and regional council do not take into account their requirements.
The situation is meant to worsen in a near future as the current government awarded stealthily municipalities an additional two years deadline to apply the law through a modification of the law concerning local liberties but in the meantime has also voted new laws to punish more toughly irregular settlements of Roma. Consequently the problem is much deeper than a mere lateness of application but a demonstration of institutional discrimination. Municipalities often refuse openly to apply the law without denying their racism and fear of nomadic people; these municipalities are the greatest obstacle to the application of basic rights law for Roma and are responsible for the irregular situation of this community. NGOs required the establishment of temporary areas by regional institutions to avoid unfair expulsions but they are still not heard by the current government. To put it in a nutshell, local politics are the first obstacle, but regional and of course national politics show that they have no real will of addressing the problem, on the contrary they even don’t hide the discriminatory aspect of their behaviour.

Two other laws from the current right hand government are a real danger for the situation of Roma in France. The LSI (Law on interior security of the 18th of March 2003) and the LOPSI (Loi de programmation pour la sécurité intérieure), are another way of legitimizing suspicion and criminalization towards Roma and travelers. In case of illegal settlement in a city, sentences can reach 6 months of prisons, in addition to a 3750 euros fine, the suspension of the driving licence (which shows the will to sedentarize Roma) and the right to confiscate and destroy caravans. It is necessary to underline that these methods were systematically employed during the recent months by the police.

The last law which is heavily detrimental to Roma in the field of housing is the financial law of 2006 that impose the payment of the housing tax for people living in mobile houses at a very high level (75 euros per meter square) even if many cities continue to refuse to apply Besson’s law. It seems obvious that this population which is put in great economic difficulties by the legal framework cannot pay and even cannot accept to pay such an unfair measure, once again showing the will of the government to get rid of the traveller’s way of life.

To sum it up, it seems obvious that France has a legal framework very detrimental to the integration of Roma, it seems also that they have no real will to make them part of the global economic and social system. There are many reasons for this but the main one is of political order; actually the current government has based its electoral strategy on the fight against the feeling of insecurity among the French population, they just use the traditional racism against Roma (the same as it occurred in ghettos towards French citizens of Arabic origin) to justify their own repressive policy. This is a vicious circle as it legitimizes the common racist beliefs. The Roma community is the one who feeds the greatest number of negative beliefs in the collective imagination of the French people, they are believed to be dangerous, disturbing social order (racist beliefs shared in many European societies), consequently, by criminilizing facts for which they are not responsible (particularly the cases of illegal settlement), institutions keep on marginalizing them.

One can analyze the situation of Roma in France from a more theoretical point of view, the arguments of Dimitrina Petrova are relevant in this case; racism is denied in many ways by institutions and it is a good explanation of the failure of any attempt to integer minorities, not especially Roma.

Racism is first denied by “presenting race/ethnicity problems as only a social and economical problem”
, French institutions are not dealing with the fundamental problem of myths and fears about Roma and are eluding the racist behaviour of municipalities in the application of the law for instance. 

“The equality before the law” argument, which is linked to the previous one, can be also ironically a proof of the will of institutions to hide their rampant racism but actually minorities such as Roma and Travellers do not benefit from the same protection as any other French citizen. The reluctance to have a census of the Roma community because of outdated constitutional ideals is a good illustration of the will of French institutions to stay blind in front of the treatment of minority problems.

The “emphasis on duties as a pre-condition for the enjoyment of rights” would also suit well to the behaviour of the current government as the paradoxical tendency is to penalize travellers that trespass the law because the law is not applied by institutions. The situation in France is even worse because the system in itself prevent Roma to apply their duties.

Conclusion:

Based on the myth of insecurity, today’s French policy towards travelling and settlement of Roma and travellers is no more than an open attempt to decrease the number of nomadic Roma so that they can be controlled more easily. This is also a way for the current government to justify its policy of repression. It is hard to be optimistic as the near future perspectives suggest an increase of the climate of insecurity for the next election through media in order to find new pariahs to fight against. The situation will be improved as soon as the next governments will get rid of this very French tradition of considering that minorities and discrimination towards them do not exist in France, paradoxically preserving racist tradition in the meantime and when they will adapt adapted plans of action to solve the problems of these minorities and not to give to people the illusion of doing something for their security.
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