
      

Roma discrimination in Romania during the pandemic   
 

Within the PECAO project, implemented by the Nevo Parudimos Association, as a 

partner in the international consortium coordinated by the European Roma Grassroots 

Organisations Network (ERGO), funded by DG Justice and GOOGLE, together with the 

partners involved in this project, people involved carrying out a complex process of 

monitoring discrimination against Roma, especially in the online environment. 

During the round table organized in Craiova on 15.11.2020, the project highlighted the 

acute need for a reaction to the phenomenon of exclusion and discrimination which has 

recently increased its size against Roma. 

Lockdown, isolation, the emergency situation, the relocation of daily activities and  

public or private services to a much greater extent in the virtual space, all have indirectly led 

to a much greater exclusion of Roma ethnics. On one hand this phenomenon is a result of the 

poverty relating Roma not tonhave access to the Internet or have devices / terminals needed 

to access the virtual space; and on the other hand the low education level of media and 

illiteracy of Roma. 

At the same time, the fact that many more activities take place in the online 

environment and the population, in general, uses more both social networks and services of 

access to online information, has made the discrimination of Roma more visible and present 

in the online environment, but in an unequal, disproportionate relationship given the access 

and digital skills of ethnic Roma. 

Equally, the virtual space has experienced a hyperbolic development and effervescence; 

the impossibility of physical movement, all measures of isolation and social distancing, have 

caused to its transformation into the only available and freedom of expression in public 

space. Social communication platforms have developed hyperbolically, along with the best 

known, such as Facebook, Twiter, Instagram, some new or less used by the vast majority of 

the population have also increased in popularity, such as Tik Tok. 

YouTube channel views recorded huge numbers. An example of this is the Facebook 

platform, which has become the largest in terms of the number of active users, 2.70 billion 

users at a global level, in July 2020 (Clement, J., 2019a) and which, in Romania, registers a 

number of 45 million active users in January 2020 (Alpha, 2020). 

Recent data show that Instagram had 1.08 billion active users in July 2020, Twitter had 

330 million active users in the first quarter of the year 2019 (2019b, f.p.), and YouTube had 2 

billion viewers connected monthly during the year 2019 (Clement, J., 2019c). Social 

networks bring together 3.8 billion users worldwide, (Aran Alin, 2020) which, compared to 

the latest data provided by the World Bank reports for 2019, represents almost half of the 

world’s population (49.52%) (2019). 

In addition, it is worth to mention that Google and Facebook together account for 70% 

of web traffic, which means that other websites, including media organizations, get the 

majority of the public from these platforms (Vilmer, J.-B. J., etalii, 2018, p. 39). For 

Romania, social networks are mentioned more and more often by Romanians as the main 

sources of information used; 60% of Romanians (an increase compared to 2017, when the 

percentage was of 53%) say that these are a modern way to find out more about political 

issues, but also a way to express their opinions on these issues, and the same percentage of 

69% (an increase compared to 2017, when the percentage was of 51%) of respondents used 

social networks for this purpose also, according to “Standard Eurobarometer 90: Public 



      

Opinion in the European Union - National Report Romania. Autumn 2018 ”, published by 

Eurostat, the statistical office of the European Commission (2018, p. 12). 

Therefore, this exponential increase in the media and online information consumption, 

the multiplication of forms of online communication and the maintenance / consolidation of 

everyday social relations, have led to the subversive and toxic proliferation and forms of hate 

speech, exposure to various forms of discrimination and visible or hidden manifestations of 

racism and xenophobia, both among public people (see the case of Tismăneanu) and among 

individuals, with more or less hidden / visible profiles. 

The most common forms in which the virtual public space was infested with racist and 

discriminatory messages against Roma were those in the form of gifs / memes, respectively 

photos with innocent jokes distributed online and those of comments on news or different 

online media posts with news or editorial journalistic content, about facts or events that more 

or less directly targeted the Roma ethnic group. The Tismăneanu case is eloquent in this 

sense (of the perpetuation and accentuation of stereotypical and racist thinking about the 

Roma), manifested under the brand of a joke. The deed, in itself, was fined and considered 

discriminatory by the National Council for Combating Discrimination, for a decision of the 

Bucharest Court of Appeal to annul the decision given by CNCD 

(https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/vladimir -tismaneanu-won-in-the-first-instance-trial-with-

cncd-racism-3406050; https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-esential-23828870-cncd-autosesiza-

cazul-postarii-lui-vladimir -tismaneanu-ciorile-din-tandarei.htm). 

Unfortunately, such cases are not unique, and the lack of reaction both from the authors 

(as a form of recognition and awareness of the damage given) and from the media giants, as 

private owners of public space, despite their own Regulations on the use of social 

communication networks (as an internal form of regulating the conduct of one’s participants) 

continues to cause serious image, emotional and social harm to members of the virtual 

community in general and to Roma users of the virtual public space. The impact of the ways 

in which hate speech is manifested becomes more and more toxic, more aggressive among 

the participants and hides latent forms of manifestation of antigypsism, based on consolidated 

negative social representations and strongly anchored in the socio-economical and cultural 

envionments. 

Moreover, the period of sanitary isolation and measures of restriction taken to prevent 

the spread of the COVID-19 virus, brought into debate another form of communication 

pathology that manifested itself predominantly and that fed the entire antigypsy discursive 

repertoire. The case here is that the proliferation of false news and the process of constant 

misinformation, of which the members of the Roma ethnic group have also fallen victim. 

To support the previous statement, on could mention the main narrative themes 

encountered: the Roma brought the virus from Western countries, the dirty Roma who do not 

respect the sanitary conditions, the Roma who violate the rules of isolation, etc. These 

discursive forms have been multiplied in the online environment, some starting from 

completely exceptional situations (see the introduction of the state of emergency throughout 

Europe between March and May 2020), others have been created / manufactured and 

distributed to accentuate the state of social panic, on one hand, but also to strengthen the 

negative social representations positioned towards the bad Roma, the other, the one located 

outside the community, as a whole series of sociological and anthropological studies have 

demonstrated in the last 30 years. 

The lack of media education, of the general population, the exponential multiplication 

of online media consumption, the exorbitant increase of social network users had a difficult 
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impact to estimate (at this time the scale of the phenomenon is insufficiently investigated) on 

the general perception of Roma and the effects on which these manifestations have in 

consolidating the antigypsy opinions, attitudes and behaviors. For this reason, one can say 

that the Roma became, in the context of the SarsCov pandemic, the victims of an infodemic, 

along with all the other socio-economic, educational and health issues they currently face, 

knowing the discriminatory gaps and disadvantages to which they are frequently subjected to. 

One of the elements that can be stated in a positive sense, in Romania, in the last year, 

is the approval of the legislation in force, aimed at combating targeted discrimination against 

Roma. Thus, Law no. 2 of January 4, 2021 was promulgated by the President of Romania, 

after the normative act was adopted on December 15, 2020 by the Romanian Parliament. Its 

provisions define antigypsism as “the perception of Roma expressed as hatred against them, 

as well as verbal or physical manifestations motivated by hatred against Roma, directed 

against Roma or their property, against institutions / NGOs, leaders of Roma communities or 

their places of worship, cult, traditions and the Roma language” and stipulates “prison 

sentences, 3 months to 3 years for those who promote, in public, antigypsism ideas, concepts 

or doctrines, make or sell such symbols and between 1 to 5 years for those which distribute or 

make available to the public materials of the same category”. 

The issuing of this law is thus an encouraging measure for all the effort to combat and 

punish all racist and discriminatory manifestations against Roma, but especially for banning 

forms of manifestation in public (online or physical) of hatred against Roma, to improve the 

use of the Internet and virtual communities in a safe, useful and creative way for all 

participants / users without violating the fundamental principles of free expression of 

opinions and the manifestation of individual freedom regardless of race, gender and ethnicity.  
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