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Foreword
There is no shortage of policy texts calling for strengthening Roma inclusion and respect for their fundamental rights. 
But local realities largely remain dismaying. How do we overcome that disconnect?

This report presents the main insights gained during the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights’ project on 
local engagement for Roma inclusion, which explores how to best involve Roma in integration efforts at the local 
level. Bringing together local authorities and residents, especially Roma, it investigated what aspects work, which 
ones do not, and why this is the case.

FRA’s research took place in 21 localities across 11 EU Member States. Each of these participated in small-scale inter-
ventions in a wide range of thematic areas, such as education, employment, healthcare and housing, as well as non-
discrimination, political participation, cultural awareness raising and community development. 

The localities involved diverse local contexts, needs and challenges; used differing approaches; and enjoyed varying 
levels and forms of success. But the experiences in all of them underscored that money and other resources need to 
be better used to bring actual improvements in the lives of Roma across the EU. 

Some clear lessons emerged. Making participation a central element of projects is vital and helps empower com-
munities – as long as participation is meaningful and systematic. Understanding local realities, including sometimes 
delicate community relations, is also crucial. But so is making sure that local efforts take into consideration, and fit 
into, the broader policy context. Flexibility regarding timelines and how funds are spent can reap important dividends 
in the long run. No project will work without mutual trust – which is impossible without clear communication.

These lessons provide an opportunity: to overcome the problems highlighted in the European Commission’s mid-term 
evaluation of the EU Framework for national Roma integration strategies, and to make the most of the post-2020 EU 
Framework for Roma integration.  

Most importantly, improving the design, implementation and monitoring of integration efforts at local level will benefit 
the all too many individuals still living on the margins of society – Roma and otherwise. We encourage policymakers 
to embrace that opportunity. 

Michael O’Flaherty
Director
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Key findings and 
FRA opinions
Promoting meaningful 
participation of Roma 
in activities that affect them
Participation is one of the European Union’s “10 Com-
mon Basic Principles on Roma Inclusion.” Participation 
of Roma in the design of local level projects, strategies 
and inclusion efforts that aim to support them is key 
to successfully implementing them. Modalities of par-
ticipation can vary in terms of depth and intensity. For 
example, public authorities may invite residents to take 
part in organised meetings; or they may be encouraged 
to contribute in decision making processes; or they may 
be asked to participate in implementing actions. The 
research shows that creating a space for people to work 
together in meaningful ways, learning to make com-
promises and find common solutions can be difficult. 
Facilitating this therefore requires experience and skill.

Getting local people interested and involved in initiatives 
can be challenging. They want to know how planned 
actions can resolve their most pressing needs, and par-
ticipation in projects may at times seem detached from 
their daily problems. Agreeing on specific goals and 
providing concrete results that yield tangible benefits 
for people, however small, is a way to ensure participa-
tion in projects and other inclusion activities. Address-
ing basic needs, such as adequate housing, access to 
healthcare, education, and employment can also be 
important before more abstract forms of community 
development action is taken. The research finds that 
to sustain engagement of local people, it is essential to 
build trust with Roma communities and local authorities, 
overcome patterns of ritualistic participation, resolve 
conflict or increasing tensions, and realise that partici-
pation cannot be imposed by force.

This is relevant because many municipalities and local 
communities are frustrated after years of limited or no 
progress in Roma inclusion. Few municipalities are will-
ing or able to invest heavily in change, and communities 
are not always motivated to become actively involved. 
The research shows that focusing on successful past 
projects and willingness and openness of some local 
authorities to act on Roma inclusion are necessary 
preconditions for planning new activities and genuine 
engagement of local actors. The research also dem-
onstrates that developing and applying methods for 
implementation that reflect local specificities, as well as 
the particular needs of individuals involved, can lead to 
more successful project outcomes. Accommodating the 

specific needs of Roma women – and thus giving them 
a genuine role in the projects – is particularly impor-
tant. In other words, there is no one-size-fits-all solution 
to Roma inclusion.

Many local community members had never been asked 
what they need and many had been accustomed to 
being passive recipients of social inclusion projects or 
programmes, on the receiving end as beneficiaries of 
initiatives designed and implemented by actors outside 
the community. They had mostly understood participa-
tion to be about attending a meeting, a training, a work-
shop, or being temporarily hired to carry out activities 
they had not developed themselves. Due to limited 
experience with more meaningful forms of participa-
tion, there is a need to support and build the capacity 
of community members to claim their right to actively 
engage in projects concerning them and to feel empow-
ered to express their needs. This means that national 
or local authorities must also involve experts who can 
communicate effectively with local communities.

All this points to the main lesson learned: participation 
must be meaningful. This means addressing issues that 
resonate with people’s needs and giving them a real 
role in defining and accomplishing the goals set out 
in social inclusion strategies, policies and projects. 
Local authorities and other actors implementing social 
inclusion projects or measures should ensure that they 
select and implement forms of participation that avoid 
a superficial tokenist approach. Meaningful and deep 
participation also requires time to allow participants to 
develop their communication and other skills.

FRA opinion 1
Member States, and in particular local authorities, 
need to create the conditions conducive for 
facilitating meaningful participation of Roma in local 
inclusion efforts. Local authorities and any actors 
implementing social inclusion projects or measures 
should clearly present the aims and objectives, 
specific outputs and outcomes, as well as the 
boundary conditions of any social inclusion actions in 
order to motivate and keep local residents engaged. 
They should also make special efforts to ensure 
that participation does not become a  superficial, 
tokenistic exercise. This means engaging with local 
communities and supporting them to take part 
in decision-making to reflect their perspectives 
regarding local integration strategies, action plans 
and projects.

FRA opinion 2
Local authorities and project implementers should 
consider gender aspects to determine potential 
obstacles to women’s participation in activities and 
prepare strategies to overcome them. Timing and 
locations of meetings and activities should take into 
consideration the specific circumstances and the 
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needs of their communities. Attention should also 
be paid to how these considerations may affect, in 
particular, Roma women or children, who may have 
more limited availability or other concerns that can 
have an impact on their ability to participate.

Building trust among 
communities to ensure 
success
Trust between stakeholders – or lack thereof – affects 
the implementation of inclusion projects. Building on 
existing relationships is an important element of engag-
ing with local communities. Where communities trust 
individuals implementing projects, they are more likely 
to participate in project activities and share openly their 
thoughts and opinions; as a result, interventions end up 
leading to more concrete and meaningful results. The 
research shows that where local interventions fail to 
meet the expectations of addressing people’s needs, 
this eventually leads to a loss of trust and ultimately to 
a lack of motivation to continue participating.

Building trust and identifying local ‘key promoters’ who 
have established relationships of trust with the com-
munities is a difficult and complex process. In locali-
ties where experts enter communities as ‘outsiders’ 
unknown to the local communities, it is necessary to 
invest a considerable amount of time and energy into 
establishing and building up relationships of trust. In 
localities where inclusion efforts are implemented by 
already trusted figures and build on existing networks 
and relationships of trust, they are able to organise 
activities on shorter timelines and engage with people 
in deeper, more participatory ways. Delivering tangible 
changes that respond to the needs of the community 
and working on shared concerns of both Roma and non-
Roma in a transparent manner is also essential for trust 
and participation to be sustainable.

FRA opinion 3
Member States should mobilise national resources 
and EU funding to support local authorities and civil 
society organisations working with Roma in providing 
concrete responses to local level needs. They should 
support participatory approaches when engaging 
with Roma and integrate participation mechanisms 
into local policy and strategy development. In so 
doing, they should build on existing networks and 
relationships of trust; pay attention to the role 
of key promoters and the time it takes to build 
relationships of trust with communities; and involve 
also non-Roma in issues of shared concern.

Communicating in transparent 
and accessible ways 
to manage expectations
Appropriate and tailored communication regarding local 
policies, strategies and projects is vital to managing 
local peoples’ expectations and ensuring successful 
implementation of integration efforts. How the aims, 
methods and limitations of a project are communi-
cated to local communities is in many cases as impor-
tant as that information itself. Sometimes information 
that one side assumes to be clear and simple can be 
understood or interpreted differently by other actors. 
Such (mis)understandings are often attributed to how 
key information is communicated, both within and 
towards the communities.

The dynamics within localities largely determine the 
ways and means of communicating and the messages 
conveyed. Properly understanding these dynamics is 
crucial considering that many local community mem-
bers often have limited experience and capacity to 
participate. Project implementers are responsible for 
ensuring that all information regarding communities’ 
participation in projects, inclusion activities or in local 
policies and strategies is communicated to participants 
in an accessible and understandable way. This may 
entail using accessible language in the mother tongue of 
participants, sometimes in simple jargon-free language, 
and repeated often enough to ensure that everyone has 
an equal and full understanding of what is planned and 
what activities take place, how, and under which condi-
tions. The research further reveals that communication 
at a personal level is more effective than indirect group-
based communication channels such as newsletters, 
broadcasts and leaflets when it comes to gaining and 
maintaining the motivation of the local communities to 
participate in inclusion efforts.

Measures to increase transparency in communication 
with respect to how actions are implemented and how 
decisions are taken is essential, in order to appropriately 
manage expectations and ensure that everyone has 
a shared understanding. Roles and responsibilities, and 
their limitations, should be carefully communicated, so 
as to avoid the loss of trust following a possible failure 
to meet unrealistically high hopes in regards to project 
or policy outcomes.
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FRA opinion 4
Local authorities and project implementers should 
take steps to ensure that information regarding 
projects and local policies is transparent and clearly 
communicated in an accessible and understandable 
way. Communication methods should be carefuly 
chosen and executed to appropriately manage 
expectations and support local people’s participation 
in projects and other inclusion efforts.

Paying attention to community 
relations to better design 
inclusion efforts
The research reveals a number of interesting trends 
with regard to community relations that can affect not 
only the choice of participation and engagement tech-
niques, but also on the outcomes and success of local 
interventions. Relationships within communities among 
Roma, tensions between Roma and non-Roma citi-
zens, power relations between communities and local 
authorities, the role and willingness of local authorities, 
and a number of other local-level dynamics between 
different actors all affect project outcomes, and the 
way local interventions and strategies are designed and 
implemented. The research experience also sheds light 
on the importance of key promoters, mediators and civil 
society organisations in facilitating local interventions.

‘Key promoters’ within the local communities, often due 
to their role or personality, have an important influence 
on the implementation and success of local activities. 
They can be key to motivating individuals to partici-
pate, to build trust in project implementers and project 
activities, and to boost the credibility of projects. When 
projects take into account such key promoters they can 
help to reach out to other community members and get 
them involved in local activities and projects.

There are many ways of empowering people. The 
research tries to empower the local communities 
involved by first asking them what their needs are, 
informing them of their rights and how to claim them, 
and supporting them to become agents of change. When 
people are given an opportunity to express their views 
in dialogue with local authorities, it gives them a better 
chance to fight for their rights and has the potential to 
lead to greater emancipation. Local authorities learn how 
to listen to their citizens’ needs and views, and local resi-
dents learn how to develop more realistic expectations. 
More importantly, the research shows that empowering 
people can help break the stereotypical image of Roma 
in perpetual victimhood and encourage them to stand 
as equals in claiming their share of social development 
and progress. In particular, focused efforts to empower 
Roma women and youth were in several localities an 
important element of the project’s success.

FRA opinion 5
Member States and local authorities should support 
project implementers to map the local-level context, 
community dynamics and power relationships 
before projects are designed and implemented. 
Local authorities should identify ‘key promoters’ and 
get them on board to reach out to communities and 
boost the credibility of local-level inclusion efforts. 
Local authorities should also create the space for 
everyone’s voice to be heard, and in particular to 
take focused efforts to empower Roma women and 
youth.

Integrating participatory 
approaches and flexibility 
into funding mechanisms 
and project design
The research provides valuable insights on how local 
inclusion actions can be better designed, implemented 
and monitored, as well as flagging what issues and 
aspects should be avoided. There are a number of les-
sons learned that can improve the use of resources, 
whether they come from local budgets, national fund-
ing allocations, the European Structural and Investment 
Funds (ESIF), or other sources of financing. Participatory 
approaches are particular important when implement-
ing projects in localities where earlier initiatives failed to 
reach the people at local level and support Roma, and 
where communities have continually been met with 
disappointment in the past. The research finds that pro-
moting small-scale, community-based activities, includ-
ing promoting awareness raising of rights and cultural 
interaction, targeting interventions both towards Roma 
and non-Roma citizens, as well as adopting more flex-
ible frameworks and longer timelines, could lead to 
meaningful results and change the situation of Roma 
at the local level. Developing local-level interventions 
not in isolation, but within the wider context of social 
inclusion projects for Roma and communities in mar-
ginalised or vulnerable situations is also important to 
ensure longer-term, sustainable impact. Projects are 
more successful when they build on existing relation-
ships of trust and solidarity that boost and reinforce the 
social fabric within and between communities.

The research also highlights that projects and inte-
gration actions implemented at the community level 
are not always given sufficiently long timeframes to 
accommodate processes of participation, trust build-
ing, training and capacity building of participants, 
monitoring and evaluation, or flexibility in terms of 
adjusting the focus or direction of activities. Providing 
more time and flexibility for participatory approaches 
and cyclical processes that allow for the possibility to 
revise and re-adjust projects can also help to achieve 
longer-term, meaningful results.
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Current funding mechanisms also tend to focus on 
measurable outputs and outcomes to determine the 
success of projects and uphold accountability towards 
donors and financing mechanisms. Yet not all meaning-
ful outcomes are measurable in quantitative indicators. 
Capturing the important impact of participatory pro-
cesses and more subtle effects such as empowerment 
and changes in the social fabric of communities is diffi-
cult, and generally absent from project evaluations and 
assessments. The value of implementing participatory 
approaches risks being lost if not reflected in the formal 
project reporting mechanisms.

FRA opinion 6
Member States and local authorities should ensure 
a  link between local-level projects and broader 
national, regional and local integration policies 
and strategies, to ensure longer-term, sustainable 
impact.

Member States and local authorities should ensure 
that projects and integration actions implemented 
at the community level allow for sufficiently 
long time-frames to accommodate for processes 
of participation, trust building, training and 
capacity building of participants, monitoring and 
evaluation. They should also support participatory 
projects that blend quantitative reporting of 
results with a  more holistic understanding of 
engagement and participation. A  shift from focus 
on expected outcomes and outputs to the process 
of implementation can lead to more meaningful 
change in the lives of people whom such projects 
and activities are intended to help.
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Introduction
This report is about understanding and exploring the 
process of Roma inclusion at the local level. The “Local 
Engagement for Roma Inclusion” research identifies key 
drivers of and barriers to Roma inclusion efforts at the 
local level – in other words, understanding what works 
for Roma inclusion, what does not work, and why.

Despite efforts at the national, European and interna-
tional level to improve the social and economic integra-
tion of Roma in the European Union (EU), many still face 
deep poverty, profound social exclusion, and discrimina-
tion. This often means limited access to quality educa-
tion, jobs and services, low income levels, sub-standard 
housing conditions, poor health and lower life expec-
tancy. These problems also present often insurmount-
able barriers to exercising their fundamental rights 
guaranteed in the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

In recent years, the EU has increasingly engaged in 
efforts to improve the social inclusion of Roma and 
combat discrimination and anti-Gypsyism. An important 
turning point came in April 2011: the European Com-
mission – determined to achieve more tangible change 
– introduced the EU Framework for National Roma Inte-
gration Strategies up to 20201. It calls on Member States 
to develop specific national Roma integration strate-
gies or integrated sets of policy measures to improve 
Roma inclusion in education, employment, housing and 
health. In December 2013, the Council issued a Recom-
mendation on effective Roma integration measures in 
the Member States, calling for support of “active citi-
zenship of Roma by promoting their social, economic, 
political and cultural participation in society, including 
at the local level”.2 The Commission assesses progress 
in implementing the Recommendation annually.3 In 
parallel, the Commission intensifies engagement with 
stakeholders through annual meetings of the European 
Platform for Roma Inclusion and the European Roma 
Summits, with high level political participation. The last 
Roma Summit in 2014 focused, in particular, on how to 
ensure that EU funds reach local and regional authori-
ties, reflecting concerns that national strategies are not 
adequately implemented on the ground. Several legal 
instruments are also in place at the European level to 
secure the right to non-discrimination. The Racial Equal-
ity Directive prohibits discrimination on the basis of eth-
nic background, and the Council Framework Decision on 

1 European Commission (2011), An EU Framework for National 
Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020, COM(2011) 173 final, 
Brussels, 5 April 2011.

2 Council of the European Union (2013), Council 
Recommendation 378/1 of 9 December 2013 on effective 
Roma integration measures in the Member States, OJ 2013 
C 378, p. 378/6.

3 For further details, see the Commission’s webpage on Roma 
integration in EU countries.

combating racism and xenophobia aims to counter racist 
stereotypes, hate speech and hate crime.

Concerns about implementation and tangible outcomes 
of Roma inclusion efforts had already been voiced in 
December 2010, by the Commission’s Roma Task Force; 
it found that “Member States do not yet properly use 
EU money for the purpose of an effective social and 
economic integration of Roma”. The Task Force identi-
fied weaknesses in the absence of specific strategies 
and measures, lack of know-how and administrative 
capacity to absorb EU funds. They also found “a lack 
of involvement by civil society and Roma communi-
ties themselves”.4 Six years later, in 2016, the European 
Court of Auditors issued a special report examining the 
use of EU funds for Roma inclusion projects over the 
period 2007-2013. The report observes that project 
selection procedures generally failed to incentivise 
wide involvement of Roma although “the involvement 
of all relevant stakeholders, either in the preparation 
of the project or as project partners, contributes sig-
nificantly to the success and sus tainability of projects”.5

The need to improve the delivery and outcomes of 
Roma inclusion at local level prompted the Council of 
Europe (CoE) to launch ROMACT in 2013. A joint initia-
tive with the European Commission, it aims “to assist 
mayors and municipal authorities in working together 
with local Roma communities to develop policies 
and public services that are inclusive of all, including 
Roma.”6 In parallel, the CoE intensified its ROMED pro-
gramme, active since 2011, aiming to improve the qual-
ity and effectiveness of school, health, employment 
and community mediators, with a view to supporting 
better communication and co-operation between Roma 
and public institutions (school, health-care providers, 
employment offices, local authorities etc.).7 Since 2013, 
the CoE expanded the programme to promote demo-
cratic governance and Roma community participation 
through mediation, aiming to enhance the participation 
of members of the Roma communities in the decision-
making processes at local level.8 ‘Going local’ was also 
the focus of a joint Commission and World Bank Hand-
book for improving the living conditions of Roma at the 
local level, which was published in January 2015.9 The 
handbook suggests an integrated approach to Roma 
inclusion, looking at education, employment, housing, 

4 European Commission (2010), Roma Integration: First 
Findings of Roma Task Force and Report on Social Inclusion, 
Brussels, 21 December 2010.

5 European Court of Auditors (2016), EU policy initiatives and 
financial support for Roma integration: significant progress 
made over the last decade, but additional efforts needed on 
the ground, Special Report, p. 52.

6 For further details, see the ROMACT project website.
7 For further details, see the ROMED1 project website.
8 For further details, see the ROMED2 project website.
9 World Bank, European Commission (2015), Handbook for 

improving the living conditions of Roma at the local level, 
p.27. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0173&from=en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0173&from=en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/roma-and-eu/roma-integration-eu-countries_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/roma-and-eu/roma-integration-eu-countries_en
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-10-701_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-10-701_en.htm
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR16_14/SR_ROMA_EN.pdf
http://coe-romact.org/about-romact
http://coe-romed.org/romed1
http://coe-romed.org/romed2/about
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and health together as affecting one another. In par-
ticular, it emphasises the importance of community 
participation and highlights steps in formulating inter-
ventions – first identifying needs and barriers, prior-
itising needs and interventions, and mitigating risks to 
achieve sustainable results. It also calls for engaging 
local communities through community engagement, 
consultations and citizen feedback mechanisms to 
improve the effectiveness of interventions.

This research was developed in the context of Roma 
inclusion, but its logic and methodology are relevant 
beyond issues affecting Roma communities. Partici-
patory approaches to local-level actions and strategy 
development have the potential to improve policies 
and projects that deal with other groups in vulnerable 
situations – such as persons with disabilities, children, 
homeless persons, migrants and refugees – as well as 
the general population. These practices can also help 
to empower citizens to claim their rights and improve 
their own local situation.

Why is this research needed?
The EU Fundamental Rights Agency participated in the 
Commission’s Roma Task Force in 2010 and 2011, and 
provided survey-based statistical evidence10 on the 
situation of Roma. This evidence, however, could not 
explain why EU investment in Roma inclusion did not 
produce the expected outcomes. The agency therefore 
developed a multi-annual research project to identify 
and understand the operation of barriers to and driv-
ers of successful investment in Roma inclusion. The 
project ‘Local Engagement for Roma Inclusion’ was 
implemented in 21 localities across 11 EU Member States, 
exploring how Principle No. 10 of the EU’s Common 
Basic Principles on Roma Inclusion concerning the active 
participation of Roma is respected and implemented in 
practice.11 The research is also needed because a deeper 
understanding of the drivers of and barriers to inte-
gration efforts at the local level is essential in order 
to develop and monitor the implementation of meas-
ures responding to national and European-level policy 
frameworks, including the EU Framework for national 
Roma integration strategies, the Racial Equality Direc-
tive and EU anti-discrimination legislation.

The research sheds light on what works and what 
does not work for Roma inclusion in communities, 

10 FRA (2009), EU-MIDIS - Data in focus: the Roma, Luxembourg, 
Publications Office of the European Union (Publications 
Office). 

11 Council of the European Union, Council Conclusions on 
Inclusion of the Roma. 2947th Employment, Social Policy, 
Health and Consumer Affairs Council meeting, Luxembourg, 
8 June 2009, Common Basic Principles on Roma Inclusion – 
as discussed at the 1st meeting of the integrated European 
platform for Roma inclusion, April 2009. 

neighbourhoods and within municipalities. It does so 
by focusing on mechanisms and methods of partici-
pation, bringing together local authorities, Roma and 
non-Roma community members, and civil society 
organisations working at local level in a process of 
engagement, mutual decision making, and cooperat-
ing to design, implement and monitor local integration 
actions. In this way, it seeks to understand key ele-
ments of local level success – or failure – and to feed 
these findings into national and European-level policy 
frameworks and strategies trying to achieve positive 
change in the situation of many Roma across Europe. 
These key elements can be grouped into broad patterns 
that emerged from the research: participation of local 
actors in inclusion processes, the importance of building 
trust and good communication, and taking into account 
aspects of community relations, and other factors that 
should be considered in social inclusion projects. These 
elements are elaborated in the chapters of this report, 
as are lessons learned from the research that can have 
implications for how funds are spent to support Roma 
inclusion at the local level. The research is therefore 
about exploring how participatory approaches can be 
applied at the local level, but also about what lessons 
can be learned through participatory methods.

The research is also relevant in light of the EU Mem-
ber States’ efforts to contribute to fulfilling the United 
Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In particu-
lar, the plan of action recognises that eradicating pov-
erty is one of the greatest global challenges, and to 
do so implies ‘leaving no one behind‘. The Sustainable 
Development Goals cannot be achieved if substantive 
segments of the European population are systemati-
cally left behind due to historical disadvantage, multi-
dimensional poverty, and structural discrimination or 
prejudice that Roma experience on a daily basis. One 
key objective of the research – understanding how the 
involvement of local communities in Roma integration 
activities can be improved in order to better address 
the drivers behind the exclusion of Roma – contrib-
utes exactly to the objective of leaving no one behind. 
Importantly, the project is in essence putting into prac-
tice SDG 17 on partnerships and cooperation through its 
practical implementation of participation and engage-
ment methods, as a methodology for achieving all the 
SDGs and engaging with local communities to fulfil their 
rights. Moreover, the participatory approach tested 
helps achieve exactly that in specific areas of possible 
interventions, most of which correspond to the key 
SDGs related to ending poverty and reducing inequali-
ties, but also to specific SDGs on education, empower-
ment, living conditions, and housing. In the context of 
the local level, SDG 11 on sustainable cities and SDG 
16 on strong institutions – including local authorities – 
are also important.

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/108377.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/108377.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/108377.pdf
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The project facilitates local level engagement of Roma, 
improving their capacity to participate as more equal 
partners with local administrations and civil society. 
Its methodology entails the design, planning, imple-
mentation and monitoring of a diverse range of small 
scale interventions in various areas ranging from educa-
tion to employment, healthcare, housing, culture, etc. 
These interventions were, from a research perspec-
tive, an essential tool to generate data and informa-
tion. From the perspective of the Roma communities 
involved, these interventions were primarily an impor-
tant outcome of the project, because the communi-
ties could themselves define priorities and implement 
actions with the support of fieldwork experts and local 
authorities. The development of the project’s activities 
also contributed to drawing attention to the challenges 
Roma, Sinti and other Roma and Traveller groups face 
daily, thus raising awareness on discrimination and anti-
Gypsyism. The evidence produced can assist the EU and 
its Member States to improve their policy responses, 
including the design of funding instruments, in order 
to facilitate the meaningful participation of Roma in 
actions aimed at improving their social inclusion.

The key objectives of the research were therefore to:

 n identify and understand what works and what does 
not work for Roma inclusion measures at the local 
level, and the reasons why;

 n generate evidence on the entire process of local-
level Roma integration efforts, including how priori-
ties are defined by communities and local authori-
ties, how local stakeholders reach consensus, how 
exactly people participate and what roles they take;

 n facilitate the participation of communities in inclu-
sion efforts and explore how different methods of 
participation can be implemented;

 n establish whether increased participation of com-
munity members in local level efforts can lead to 
better integration outcomes and/or better de-
signed local level initiatives.

Figure 1: Localities covered by FRA’s local engagement for Roma inclusion project

Note: In total, FRA’s LERI project covered 21 localities across 11 EU Member States.
Source: FRA, 2015
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How was the research 
carried out?

The project was implemented on the ground over three 
years, from the beginning of 2014 through the end of 
2016, in 21 localities across 11 EU Member States: Pavlik-
eni and Stara Zagora in Bulgaria; Brno and Sokolov in the 
Czech Republic; Helsinki and Jyväskylä in Finland; Lille 
and Strasbourg in France; Aghia Varvara and Megara in 
Greece; Besence and Mátraverebély in Hungary; Bolo-
gna and Mantua in Italy; Aiud and Cluj-Napoca in Roma-
nia; Rakytník and Hrabušice in Slovakia; Córdoba and 
Madrid in Spain; and Medway in the United Kingdom. 
The localities represent a mix of rural and urban areas 
and diverse groups of Roma populations.

In consultation with experts, Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) was selected as the appropriate meth-
odology for this research project. This is a qualitative 
research method that engages participants in social 
action to achieve change and to record and analyse 
the process and its outcomes. PAR is applied through 
a cyclical process of observation, reflection, planning, 
action, and then observing again and re-adjusting the 
plan. As such, a number of techniques are applied to 
engage participants in addressing a social problem, 
jointly coming up with a research plan, implementing 
it and then revising and replanning as necessary. While 
PAR is a research method, the focus on action implies 
that the research is centred around concrete activities 
designed to create change, and the focus on partici-
pation facilitates a gradual breakdown of the barriers 
between the researcher and the ‘research subjects’. The 
method also applies a variety of different techniques, 
from interviews and focus groups, to community vision-
ing and using peers as co-researchers. (For details on 
the project methodology, see Annex I.)

The type of evidence produced through this research is 
unique, yet challenging. First, it is difficult to gain the 
trust of participants who are often in marginalised or 
vulnerable situations, and difficult to gain the trust of 
local authorities. Second, the time required for this type 
of research is much longer than what is usually allotted 
for data collection and projects carried out by EU bodies. 
Third, budgetary rules allow little flexibility in dealing 
with changes in local conditions affecting the research.

Action research is conducted through and around spe-
cific actions, in the case of this research the so-called 
‘local interventions’. These are seen as a unique oppor-
tunity for engaging Roma to participate in designing 
and implementing activities that they, rather than the 
authorities, consider important. The lessons learned 
in this regard are important for EU-funded large-scale 

inclusion projects: properly resourced and supported 
small-scale activities based on participatory approaches 
can be a catalyst for developing meaningful participa-
tion processes that can be replicated in other EU-funded 
actions and projects. The participatory approach of the 
project can also be adopted to avoid ‘token participation’ 
where Roma do not have much of a say in designing or 
implementing projects and remain passive beneficiaries.

Furthermore, small-scale activities such as those imple-
mented under the research allow for learning through 
trial and error, but without punishment or negative 
repercussions in case an activity did not turn out as 
initially foreseen or encountered insurmountable chal-
lenges. The nature of participatory action research 
allows for adjustments to be made along the way, so 
that activities could match with the local realities, even 
if outcomes deviate from original plans. The focus on 
the process rather than expected outputs created new 
potential for positive and meaningful change. As a local 
field expert from Finland said, “PAR is an interesting 
methodology because when things do not turn out as 
expected, it is a wonderful opportunity to find out why”.

“We just missed something, but in the future, we can cor-
rect it, we can do it much better. This attempt was a nec-
essary wrong, it had to happen. Now we know how to do 
it in a much more effective and useful way.”

(Hungary, Roma NGO volunteer)

Although the overall design of the research was com-
mon to all localities, the way in which the research was 
implemented differs significantly from locality to local-
ity. As there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to local 
inclusion, taking into account locality specificities and 
adapting the PAR methods to each location was cru-
cial. The research results are therefore always contex-
tual, yet it is still possible to draw certain conclusions 
and identify patterns emerging across localities and 
countries. Importantly, the experience gained by local 
stakeholders – including Roma, local authorities and civil 
society organisations – through participatory processes 
and co-design of local interventions has the potential 
for longer-term, sustainable impact. The methods of 
cooperation and engagement can be sustained and 
applied in future project and policy development.

The analysis presented in this report was done through 
content analysis of research deliverables submitted by 
the project’s fieldwork experts, including case study 
reports, local project plans, field notes, annexes, other 
documentation materials. Content analysis was then 
carried out in a structured approach, analysing the 
data through the use of ATLAS.ti as qualitative analysis 
software. The findings presented in this report are the 
results of this analysis.
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1   
Participation

Participation is a concept often referred to, but rarely 
explored in detail in terms of how to facilitate and 
achieve it. This report looks at participation not as 
a general principle, nor at political participation, but 
participation in the context of social inclusion projects 
and policies. This means the active involvement of indi-
viduals – in this case Roma – in actions aimed at improv-
ing their socio-economic situation and access to equal 
rights. Participation in this context implies taking on an 
active role and being given the ability to influence deci-
sion making and the way in which activities are imple-
mented, rather than participating in more passive roles. 
The research therefore explores the entire process of 
participation, and how to facilitate, maintain and sustain 
participation. In other words, the dynamics and mecha-
nisms behind the notion of ‘nothing about us without 
us’, a phrase originating within the disability movement.

The notion of community participation to achieve 
consensus in local development actions is not a new 
idea. It is a core element of the ‘Agenda 21’ action plan 
articulated during the 1992 Earth Summit (the UN Con-
ference on Environment and Development) in Rio de 
Janeiro,12 which was translated into local initiatives, 
known as ‘Local Agenda 21’. Community participation 
is at the core of the rights-based approach to develop-
ment put forward in the 1993 Vienna Declaration and 
Programme of Action, which links democracy, human 
rights, sustainability and development.

The active participation of the Roma community is the 
10th Common Basic Principle on Roma Inclusion. The 
European Commission noted in its midterm review of 
the EU Framework for national Roma integration strat-
egies, published in 2017, that Member States should 
promote the transparent and inclusive involvement 

12 United Nations Conference on Environment & Development 
Rio de Janerio, Brazil, 3 to 14 June 1992, Agenda 21. 

of Roma, empowering, in particular, Roma young 
people and women.

The active participation of local communities and peo-
ple in the design and implementation of social inclu-
sion activities needs to be based on specific, carefully 
planned procedures. Simply promoting the idea of 
participation is not enough. Participation has mostly 
been understood as information sharing or consultation. 
Rarely have discussions on participation of Roma gone 
in depth into how active participation of Roma can be 
achieved, what different forms of participation exist, 
whether varying degrees of participation can affect 
outcomes differently, and how to foster meaningful par-
ticipation of Roma that will not end up being tokenistic. 
This research found that participation can take many 
forms that reflect varying depths of involvement 
depending on the conditions fostering participation. 
However, participants need to have an active rather 
than a passive role for participation to be meaningful.

Conditions for (Roma) 
participation in local social 
inclusion actions
The research finds that one of the first and defining 
factors for sustained and meaningful participation of 
Roma communities is the support and cooperation of 
the local authority. Local authorities were very actively 
engaged in the project implementation in about half of 
the localities (11 of 21) (Brno, Aghia Varvara, Megara, 
Helsinki, Jyväskylä, Strasbourg, Mátraverebély, Bolo-
gna, Aiud, Hrabušice, Rakytník), taking part in local 
activities and project implementation. Local authori-
ties in seven localities were less actively involved 
(Pavlikeni, Stara Zagora, Sokolov, Córdoba , Mantua, 
Cluj-Napoca, Medway), giving political support to the 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf
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project, yet not participating in project meetings and 
activities throughout the implementation. In Lille and 
Besence, where the local intervention took place in 
various municipalities/villages, the level of engage-
ment of the local authority varied depending on the 
specific location. In Madrid, while at one point during 
the project the local authority withdrew its support for 
the local intervention in reaction to conflict between 
local stakeholders, this changed gradually over time 
and the municipality ended up providing institutional, 
political and communication support, as well as addi-
tional funds for the local intervention. The most com-
mon form of support provided by local authorities was 
in the form of political backing, agreeing to having the 
project take place in the municipality, which was strong 
in 13 localities. Seven local authorities provided, in addi-
tion, access to resources, and five provided financial, 
technical and informational or communication support. 
The local authorities in Megara, Bologna and Rakytník 
provided additional human resources to facilitate the 
implementation of interventions.

A second important factor for sustained participation 
concerns the relationship between the local authority 
and Roma communities. Where there was a history of 
engagement between the local authority and Roma – 
for example, in Aghia Varvara and in Rakytník – Roma 
community representatives could engage those will-
ing to participate in a relatively short time frame. The 
local authorities that had already invested in developing 
cooperation with Roma and had developed links to the 
community were also more familiar with their main con-
cerns. As such, a basic level of trust and familiarity was 
established to facilitate further participation. Moreo-
ver, the local authorities must establish the boundary 
conditions for participation, including the limitations of 
what the local authority can offer or take action on, and 
where they might be constrained by legislative require-
ments (such as legislation with respect to social housing 
or trade licenses, etc.) or limited in terms of their man-
date or resources. Once this is clarified, the local author-
ity can also participate in projects mitigating the risk of 
unrealistic expectations from local citizens as to what 
results or outcomes can be expected, and can preserve 
a cooperative relationship with the local community.

A third critical element concerns the time and space to 
participate. This refers to how space for participation is 
available to people living in marginalised and impover-
ished conditions, including many Roma, for volunteering 
in participatory processes, as they have a number of 
obligations and activities to ensure their daily survival. 
This means that they may not be able to afford spending 
time on project activities unless they are designed in 
a way that facilitates their participation – either at times 
and intervals accommodating their schedules, or in set-
tings that are conducive to them. For example, having 

meetings take place in people’s homes – as was done 
in Lille; designing meetings and activities taking into 
account family relations – as was done in Bologna; or 
organising activities at different times of the day so that 
different groups can participate, while not interfering 
with their other income-generating activities, as was 
done in several localities. Sufficient time for participa-
tion must also be taken into account with respect to 
timelines of projects and other inclusion activities. For 
deeper and more meaningful participation, certain tech-
niques can require a longer period of time for imple-
mentation, which is not always foreseen by projects.

Finally, a fourth critical element concerns the equal par-
ticipation of men and women. This remains a challenge, 
not only for Roma. It proved difficult to overcome, as 
cultural norms and traditional attitudes about gender 
roles prevail within most of the communities that par-
ticipated in the research. In many cases, Roma men 
tended to participate in the research project activities, 
and additional efforts were needed to reach out spe-
cifically to Roma women. Sometimes specific method-
ologies were developed to include Roma women, who 
generally tended to have more household and child-
care responsibilities and could not always participate 
in meetings or other activities. When methodologies 
were adapted, women were more able to participate.

An insightful yet challenging way to overcome such 
obstacles is to develop parallel activities that engage 
the entire family (children, parents and possibly grand-
parents), as was done in Pavlikeni, in Sokolov and in 
Medway. For example, organising training courses for 
parents taking place at the same time as parallel activi-
ties designed for children, so that participation was not 
restricted by childcare responsibilities.

One of the local interventions in Bologna was to sup-
port the training and capacity building of young Roma 
through internships. However, it turned out that the 
model envisaged was not suitable for all participants. 
As one Italian fieldwork expert describes, “Due to fam-
ily commitments, the two young Sinti women who had 
shown interest in these internships would have needed 
much more flexible working schedules. This example 
speaks volumes of an attitude widespread within the 
Sinti community: especially (though not exclusively) for 
the women, family is always a top priority, and work is 
invariably perceived as an extra duty, to which people 
are willing to commit only if it does not force them to 
overlook the needs of their family members. This must 
be taken into account when designing programmes 
targeting the Sinti community, especially if aiming at 
women’s involvement: lack of flexibility in the time 
schedule is very likely to result in people’s choice to 
withdraw from a programme.”
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Challenges to meaningful 
participation

“Nobody can change the fact that when people need to 
struggle to survive, they do not think of going to their 
theatre workshop.”

(France, social worker)

Even when these conditions are met and an adequate 
number of local community members are willing to par-
ticipate in projects and local inclusion actions, there 
may still be obstacles impeding them from doing so in 
a sustained manner. This could lead Roma communi-
ties in disadvantaged situations of poverty and material 
deprivation to accept a passive role of ‘beneficiaries’ 
rather than ‘partners’. This is partly a reflection of past 
experiences that many communities had with a more 
philanthropic model of provision of services, which 
translated social inclusion into the provision of benefits. 
As many had been used to receiving benefits rather 
than being invited to actively participate, one of the 
major challenges to participation was to overcome this 
more ’passive participation’.

Another frequently observed limitation, for example, 
was the lack of necessary educational or technical 
skills, as well as formal qualifications to participate in 
the design or to carry out some of the project activi-
ties. For instance, in Sokolov, participants realised that 
parents and grandparents did not have the right edu-
cational background to support young children in their 
schooling and with homework. As a member of the 
community in the Czech Republic expressed it, “Now, 
when my daughter is in the sixth grade, I am at the end 
of my abilities. I do not know how to support her when 
doing her homework”. To address this, participants sug-
gested the development of a summer school for Roma 
adults who are interested in completing their education.

Sokolov – a young mother participates in one of the family-
based learning activities developed as part of the local 
intervention (©FRA)

“The Roma families [the project local team] worked with 
were not used to being consulted. In the case of some of 
the families, I really believe it was the first time that they 
had ever been asked what they want in their life. [ ... ] This 
passivity is borne out of the severity of their living condi-
tions over so many years, together with their reliance on 
social workers to bring about change.”

(France, AFEJI social worker)

In many localities, the lack of experience in participation 
resulted in community members having to learn how to 
take part in such participatory methods, and to gradu-
ally become more empowered to voice their opinions 
and provide input into the project activities.

The prevailing understanding of citizens’ participation 
in local politics and community life also affects their 
willingness to participate in projects. In Megara, for 
example, most Roma had difficulties to “understand 
the participatory approach of [the project] and its aim 
to co-design, plan and monitor particular actions”, the 
Greece fieldwork expert explains. This was the case 
also in Rakytník, Slovakia, where a semi ‘top-down’ 
approach had to be adopted instead of the envisaged 
bottom-up methodology: the mayor and local council 
proposed ideas for interventions, which were then vali-
dated by the Roma community. The intervention in Lille 
experienced comparable challenges, as being consulted 
was new and unusual for the Roma families involved 
in the project. In the words of one AFEJI social worker 
from France, “In the case of some of the families, I really 
believe it was the first time that they had ever been 
asked what they want in their life”.

Lille – social workers from AFEJI participate in a meeting 
of the expression groups outside the homes of the Roma 
families. The expression groups allowed for Roma to vocal-
ise their concerns, needs, and ideas (© FRA)

Another challenge concerns the design of projects. The 
research shows that when inclusion projects focus pri-
marily on achieving pre-defined targets, all efforts are 
invested in achieving them rather than ensuring partici-
pation and engagement of the beneficiaries. This was 



Working with Roma:  Participation and empowerment of local communities

18

the case in many localities in their past experience with 
projects. When the research began, with the intention 
to more actively engage locals, one of the main chal-
lenges was trying to overcome the pattern of passive 
participation they had been used to. This was seen, for 
example, in Helsinki, where the research used open 
discussions, focus groups, interviews, journals and pho-
tography techniques to support Roma citizens coming 
from other EU Member States to undertake collabo-
rative inquiry. These PAR techniques were chosen to 
improve their capacity and skills to steer the project. 
However, it became clear that more time than initially 
allocated by the project would be necessary, as well as 
more financial resources for mentoring and coaching, in 
particular youth – which could be secured, for example, 
through small easy-to-access grants (Finland).

In some cases, the attitudes of some local Roma were 
influenced by past experiences with EU-funded pro-
jects. For example, during an introductory meeting with 
FRA on the research project, a local Roma activist asked, 
“Tell me what you need; ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ measures?” 
The person was well aware of the activities eligible 
for EU funding and was ready to accommodate the 
‘donors’ expectations, disregarding what was person-
ally believed to be the real needs of the community.

Applying participatory action 
research techniques
“For the first time a large number of Sinti families has 
been involved with the local government to talk about 
their own condition. Until now we were used to meeting 
the local authorities or the public officials only for specific 
issues, mainly regarding the management of the camp. In 
the project we talked about our overall condition.”

(Italy, representative of Sucar Drom)

PAR methodology ideally entails multiple cycles of plan-
ning, implementing, reflecting and readjusting. In some 
cases under the research, the progressive cycles devel-
oped so as to promote increasing levels of engagement 
and participation. This allowed participants to gradually 
build up their capacity to engage meaningfully and the 
fieldwork experts to document deeper knowledge of 
the issues, as well as the relations between the dif-
ferent stakeholders. However, this cyclical process of 
action research also entailed the risk of delays. The 
intervention in Aghia Varvara serves as an illustrative 
example of how this was applied in practice, as the 
PAR methodology was constructed progressively as 
each new activity and every next step was depend-
ent on the results of the previous activities. The first 

Figure 2: Participatory Action Research (PAR) cycles in Aghia Varvara

PAR cycle 1 ( January 2015 - June 2015)

Objective:  
Primary identification of 

local needs / core problems 
and key stakeholders

PAR techniques:  
Informal discussions & interviews

Research team:  
Fieldwork experts

PAR cycle 2 ( July 2015 - October 2015)

Objective:  
Verifying problems, 

analysing interconnections 
between stakeholders, 

establishing counterparts

PAR techniques:  
Informal discussions, focus groups 

and a consensus conference

Research team:  
Fieldwork experts, local 
collaborators (Roma and 

municipal representatives)

PAR cycle 3 (November 2015 - September 2016)

Objective:  
Fieldwork interventions

PAR techniques:  
Photovoice, community visioning, 

participatory monitoring and 
evaluation assessment

Research team:  
Fieldwork experts, local 
collaborators (Roma and 

municipal representatives), 
school personnel, students, 

Roma enterpeneurs
Source: FRA, 2018
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cycle involved lighter participatory techniques such 
as informal discussions and interviews, which helped 
to build trust between the local stakeholders. In the 
second PAR cycle, deeper participation methods were 
then possible to apply, which included focus groups 
and a consensus conference (a citizens panel to inform 
policymaking through public engagement). This second 
cycle validated the results of the first cycle and explored 
potential solutions. The third cycle used even deeper 
participatory techniques to strengthen and assess criti-
cally the implementation of interventions.

A similar approach to implementation of deeper par-
ticipatory techniques was also taken, for example, in 
Sokolov. As participants became progressively used to 
the project, the project team started to test new PAR 
methods, such as scenario workshops, where the par-
ticipants were introduced to a fictive education-related 
situation or story (Czech Republic). The research finds 
that applying PAR methods in this way can also help to 
overcome ‘forced’ or ‘ritualistic’ or ‘tokenistic’ forms of 
participation, which have been common ways of engag-
ing with Roma in the past. These forms of participation 
are more symbolic than meaningful; Roma are asked to 
participate but their opinions and contributions are not 
really taken into account, or where Roma are invited 
to a meeting for the sake of having Roma present and 
giving the appearance of inclusion. ‘Forced’ participa-
tion – where people do not participate on their own 
interest or initiative but are encouraged to take part in 
meetings anyway – may also lead to larger attendances 
in meetings and conferences. However, it risks involving 
people who have limited willingness and motivation to 
proactively engage with the project activities.

A key challenge in this regard is how to motivate peo-
ple to participate in inclusion projects in more mean-
ingful ways and to foster an environment where the 
local community feels co-ownership over the design 
and implementation of project activities. For example, 
in Stara Zagora, a consensus conference was held to 
bring together the local authorities with Roma fami-
lies from a segregated neighbourhood where demoli-
tions of illegally built homes were taking place. Some 
of the families had already been displaced. Despite 
a number of different perspectives, varying opinions 
and personal situations, the participatory technique 
involved everyone in a way which helped to facilitate 
cooperation and get everyone’s ownership over finding 
a mutually agreeable solution.

Stara Zagora – local Roma discuss the pending demolitions 
of homes in the neighbourhood of Lozenetz at a consensus 
conference in April 2016 (© FRA)

“The PAR approach is very open. In my view any vulner-
able group could use it.”

(Hungary, fieldwork expert)

Link between PAR techniques 
and community relations
“If we succeed with four families now, there are many 
more to come. And snowball, by snowball, we are going to 
have a snowperson at the end.”

(Bulgaria, Roma NGO leader (male))

One of the core processes of the research is to build 
communication and interaction between the local 
authorities, civil society organisations and Roma 
communities through the application of participatory 
techniques, to make participation in integration activi-
ties more meaningful. Different PAR techniques were 
selected for each of the 21 localities. These were often 
chosen in cooperation with and in consideration of the 
existing relations between the local authorities and 
the Roma community. The techniques for engagement 
were chosen with boosting the local political strategy 
for Roma inclusion and facilitating pro-Roma policies 
in mind, by providing the local authorities with more 
information regarding the Roma community’s needs 
and perspectives. Yet in other cases, techniques were 
chosen to facilitate better relations between Roma and 
non-Roma, for example, to help share knowledge and 
appreciation of local traditions and culture.

In Mantua, for example, different participatory tech-
niques were chosen in the participatory needs assess-
ment phase “in order to facilitate the emergence and 
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development of different points of view of the vari-
ous stakeholders, and facilitate the development of 
common ground for common actions”, a member of 
the project team explained. In other localities, such 
as Hrabušice and Rakytník in Slovakia and Besence 
and Mátraverebély in Hungary, lighter PAR techniques 
were chosen in the initial phases of the research. These 
aimed to activate the communities through games or 
other small activities that would get people into the 
spirit of communicating and taking part in the pro-
ject. This paved the way for more elaborate forms of 
participation later on.
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2   
Building trust

The research reinforces the importance of trust as 
a precondition for participation in local level integration 
efforts. This is essential because trust helps to ensure 
meaningful participation in inclusion activities, building 
people’s motivation and commitment to take part. The 
absence or presence of trust between local authorities 
and citizens, as well as between fieldwork experts and 
local community members, may have an impact on the 
implementation of project activities. Gaining the trust of 
people in marginalised and vulnerable situations, such 
as many Roma, and fostering a climate of trust and 
cooperation with local authorities and other stakehold-
ers proved challenging. The research design in many 
localities included trust-building measures at the start 
of the project to develop positive relationships between 
the Roma community and the fieldwork experts, as well 
as to improve relations with local authorities, public 
services and others. Overall, the local teams invested 
significant time and effort to build up trust with and 
between the community and other stakeholders. In 
some cases, mistrust generated by failed past attempts 
to engage with the local Roma community or simply the 
absence of past similar experience meant that more 
time and effort had to be invested in these activities.

Key promoters as trust 
builders and drivers 
of participation
“If we convince some enterprising and successful young 
men with kids…to join us and to serve as an example, 
many more will join us after. The personal success of 
someone is a key for convincing the rest of the people.”

(Bulgaria, CEO local Roma NGO WWB (male))

An interesting pattern emerged across the research 
localities during the implementation regarding the 
role of ’key promoters’ within the local communities, 
who – either due to their role or due to their personal-
ity – had an important influence on the implementa-
tion and success of local activities. They were key to 
motivating individuals to participate, as well as helping 
to build trust in the local team and in the project activi-
ties themselves. In nearly all cases, building on existing 
relationships was an important element of engaging 
with key promoters.

Finding someone – a ’key promoter’ – to promote the 
project locally proved to be particularly useful. This was 
possible in 12 localities (Pavlikeni, Stara Zagora, Aghia 
Varvara, Megara, Córdoba, Madrid, Helsinki, Jyväskylä, 
Mátraverebély, Bologna, Mantua, Aiud), where stake-
holders promoting the project activities and interven-
tions – for example, local authority representatives (in 
9 localities), Roma or pro-Roma activists (in 8 localities) 
or Roma mediators (in 3 localities) – were respected 
by the community. They played an important role by 
facilitating communication between stakeholders and 
were widely seen as trusted persons.
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“We have a national Roma inclusion strategy, but mecha-
nisms are not moving on in themselves. We need people, 
and groups of people, such as the Local Action Group that 
we have created through [the project], which are taking 
the courage to put pressure on local authorities to take 
seriously the obligations that they have towards ethnic 
Roma persons and disadvantaged communities from their 
localities.”

(Romania, co-researcher (male))

For example, in Megara, when the project started, 
most Roma who felt marginalised and discriminated 
had “serious reservations regarding the project and 
did not trust its fieldwork experts”, as a participant 
from Greece said. Their negative attitudes towards the 
project can also be traced back to past experience in 
social inclusion projects, when Roma and other actors 
working on Roma inclusion were not actively involved 
by municipal authorities. To overcome this, the local 
team engaged in more intensive trust-building activities 
involving Roma, public authorities and other local actors 
with the support of the President of the Union of Greek 
Roma Mediators, himself Roma and a Romanes speaker. 
He was instrumental in changing the attitude of the 
local Roma community from “‘what can the project do 
for us’ to ‘how can we make the project deal with our 
needs’” (Greece). The considerable time invested in this 
process “succeeded in making Roma think creatively, 
‘outside the box’”, as the President of the Union of Greek 
Roma Mediators explained.

In a number of localities, informal Roma leaders and 
community mediators were essential to the research 
implementation, serving as key contact points for the 
local teams. Such was the case, for example, in Pavlik-
eni, where ‘community moderators’ had been helpful 
in past community development initiatives. In Medway, 
a dynamic mediator who was known and trusted by the 
local community helped to facilitate a number of activi-
ties, and was an essential co-researcher to have on the 
local team. Mediators often helped facilitate discussions 
and interaction where it was difficult for ‘outsiders’ to 
access the community and often acted as catalysts for 
engagement, being trusted persons who could com-
municate with both the community and outsiders. Simi-
larly, community leaders played different roles in each 
locality, depending on their abilities, aspirations and 
ambitions. At times they were seen by the local commu-
nities as gateways to resources, in other cases informal 
leaders would speak on behalf of the community or 
dictate who could participate in the project activities. 
In Mantua, the local Roma association, Sucar Drom, was 
the key promoter since it has the unusual composition 
of including a direct representative of nearly every Sinti 
family in the municipality. It should be noted that the 
extent to which such leaders fully represent the whole 
community can vary, and the two roles of mediator and 
informal leader are often very different.

Medway – a local mediator was essential in helping to 
mobilise a number of Roma parents to take part in continu-
ing education activities to improve their English language 
and job market skills (participants shown with certificates 
at the end of the course)(©FRA)

In other localities the liaison between the local authori-
ties and the Roma community was played by various 
institutions, organisations and service providers who 
had been working with a number of different stakehold-
ers. This was the case, for example, in the Lille met-
ropolitan area, where the organisation AFEJI had been 
delegated by the local authorities to manage the ‘inclu-
sion villages’ where the Roma families participating in 
the research were living. The social workers from AFEJI 
made regular visits to the families and had become 
known and trusted figures within the community. Work-
ing with them was crucial to facilitating the research 
activities. Similarly, in Sokolov, the NGO People in Need 
was the key promoter for the research, having a long 
history of working with the community and implement-
ing a number of past projects. In Stara Zagora, the local 
association World Without Borders played a key role in 
the research implementation by facilitating most of the 
local intervention activities. They possessed a high level 
of mutual trust between the local community and the 
fieldwork expert, and built the research on a number 
of past activities. Similarly, in Strasbourg, local NGOs 
that had been actively involved in activities with the 
Roma community served as facilitators and multipliers, 
integrating research activities into their ongoing work, 
while also maintaining a positive and close relationship 
with the local authorities. As one fieldwork expert from 
France put it, “it is necessary to identify and rely on the 
right persons to carry out a good project. It may take 
time to find out who these ‘right persons’ are, but it is 
worth taking this time and exploring the networks”.

In a few instances, the fieldwork experts themselves 
also served as key promoters and drivers of participa-
tion within the communities. For example, in Jyväskylä, 
the fieldwork expert – although not Roma herself – was 
seen to be almost part of the community. The Roma 
families trusted her, and through the participatory inter-
views and processes of engagement in the research she 
gave the Roma youth the feeling that she had really 
heard them. In Bologna, the fieldwork expert criti-
cally reflected on the research process, coming to the 
conclusion that non-institutional, external figures are 
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sometimes needed in order to endorse and promote 
participatory approaches, which do not come natu-
rally to local authorities. Similarly, the key promoter in 
Hrabušice was the fieldwork expert, who was proactive 
in mobilising the community members to participate 
in the research activities, facilitating a number of both 
community activation activities and PAR techniques 
– of course with support of the mayor, who had also 
been actively involved with the Roma community 
before the project.

Jyväskylä – the local fieldwork expert in discussion with 
a Finnish Roma woman (©FRA)

Interestingly, that the EU Agency for Fundamental 
Rights was perceived as a European-level institution 
also had some important influence and impact on 
a political level, which in some cases was crucial to 
the success of the research. For example, in Madrid, 
where there had been a number of tensions between 
local organisations and authorities, FRA’s backing of 
the research was seen by the fieldwork expert to be 
crucial. As she explains, “the support of the FRA has 
been essential: it has granted resources, of legitimacy 
and political support to a ‘minority’s’ project within the 
Roma minority itself, furthering thus the level and the 
status of the debate. It has been done with enough 
time and a great deal of flexibility. The presence of 
a major human rights institution, detached from the 
local debates, can support more complex projects, 
‘break the deadlock’ of certain situations, and endow 
the local politics with greater ambitions.” While inter-
national institutions may not be able to engage deeply 
in local level projects, there can be a role to play in 
terms of providing methodological guidance, support 
and monitoring to local stakeholders, in particular in 
terms of promoting and encouraging local authorities 
to adopt participatory approaches.

Proxy participation: the role 
of ‘local leaders’

In most of the localities participating in the research, 
the Roma communities rely on their ‘local leaders’ who 
usually represent the community’s interests towards 
authorities concerning participation in projects or 
other integration activities. In a number of localities it 
appeared that the people tended to trust the stakehold-
ers engaged in the project to the extent the local leader 
trusted them. For example, in Aghia Varvara, a local 
Roma leader empowered and motivated local Roma 
business people to engage in the project’s entrepreneur-
ship initiative. However, in some cases, such influential 
individuals also tended to represent the community in 
participatory processes, for example, when they would 
speak out ‘on behalf of participants’ who were asked 
to share their own ideas and thoughts. This was the 
case, for example, in Besence, where local community 
members trusted the Roma mayor, who often spoke 
on behalf of the interests of the community. Despite 
this, it was difficult to motivate participants to be more 
open. These examples illustrate the at times complex 
relationship between local Roma leaders and the com-
munity, and the role they may play in both supporting 
or discouraging the participation of the community. The 
research reveals different experiences with local Roma 
leaders, which cannot necessarily be generalised to all 
Roma communities. In some cases the local leaders may 
have had influence within their own families, but not 
in the wider local Roma community. Yet the variety of 
situations encountered in the research suggests that 
local leaders can take on many different roles, with both 
positive and negative consequences for the community 
and varying degrees of representativeness.

This behaviour brings to the forefront certain impor-
tant considerations in relation to the role of community 
representatives (whether elected by the community 
or those who more informally speak on behalf of the 
community, i.e. ’self-appointed’ representatives). One 
main concern relates to the topic of representation, and 
more specifically as to whether – given the diversity of 
the Roma community – a single person (be that a formal 
representative, an informal leader or an intermediary) 
speaking on behalf of the whole community is actu-
ally able to represent a plethora of interests in that 
diverse Roma community.
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Trust-building requires time
The investment of sufficient time is necessary for build-
ing up trust between Roma communities and other local 
level stakeholders. Trust-building, however, cannot be 
rushed or achieved in a matter of weeks or months. 
This was reflected in the time required by the project 
to transition from simple forms of engagement, such 
as attending meetings, to more complex modes of 
participation, such as joining a working group. Over 
time, through constant contact between the Roma 
communities and the local teams, levels of trust and 
engagement in the project grew. In certain locali-
ties, this in turn improved the capacity of members of 
the local community to contribute in the design and 
implementation of interventions, as it improved their 
relevant participation skills.

For example, in Aghia Varvara, fieldwork experts visited 
the locality frequently, investing time with the Roma 
representatives, local authority staff and other stake-
holders. This fostered an atmosphere of familiarity with 
the Roma representatives, who were trusted by the 
local community, and allowed the fieldwork experts 
to engage many local Roma through a snowball tech-
nique inviting participants who had been suggested 
by other participants. In this way, it became possible 
for the local team to engage in more complex forms 
of involvement and participation, such as photovoice 
techniques, community visioning and participatory 
monitoring and evaluation.13

This need for time to build trust was also the case in 
Strasbourg, where the local team picked up children 
every morning from a municipality administered site 
to participate in a theatre intervention. This was time-
consuming for the fieldwork experts, but allowed fami-
lies to develop regular and personal contact with the 
local team and build up their confidence in the project.

13 PAR techniques are further explained in Annex I.

The research itself had a limited time frame for imple-
mentation, beginning with preparatory activities in 
2014, and the implementation of the participatory 
needs assessments and local interventions throughout 
2015 and 2016. More time would have been beneficial to 
develop additional activities and initiate deeper levels 
of participation. This could have had the potential for 
more sustainable project outcomes. This is reflected 
in the varying levels and degrees of participation and 
the types of activities that could feasibly be carried out 
under the frame of the research project in each locality.

Tangible benefits: 
an important incentive 
for participation and trust 
building
People will not participate in social inclusion activities 
‘by default’. In particular, the research shows that, in 
many cases, people needed to understand how they 
would benefit from investing their valuable time. Their 
participation in the project needed to lead to concrete, 
tangible outcomes that benefited individuals involved 
and the local community, and that could be achieved 
within a reasonable time frame. Having tangible ben-
efits, in particular in the short run, not only encouraged 
and facilitated participation by getting people involved, 
but also proved to be essential in terms of gaining their 
trust and contributing to the project’s sustainability.

This was the case in Aiud, where in the context of the 
failure of the ‘Second Chance’ schooling programme 
to ensure the registration of children, “for local co-
researchers, organising another meeting ‘just to consult 
people’ made no sense given that no concrete activity 
was going to be implemented”, the Romanian field-
work expert reflected. The reason for this was that 

 
Strasbourg – children living in the municipal-run site participate in photovoice and theatre workshops as part of the local inter-
ventions (©FRA)
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co-researchers were reluctant to leave members of the 
local community with the false impression that they 
stand to gain tangible benefits from participation while 
there was no consistent activity planned.

However, the local intervention in several localities 
provided certain tangible benefits that led to small, 
immediate and concrete improvements in the lives 
of the participating members. Further details on the 
specific interventions can be found in Annex III and in 
the locality studies published on the project webpage.

For example, in Lille, Roma families initially did not 
understand the benefits of participating in meetings 
and activities. In response, social workers from the 
civil society organisation AFEJI, part of the local team, 
invited them to use the meetings to formulate requests 
concerning specific needs to the local authority, such as 
the construction of fences or other facilities within the 
housing area where Roma families were living.

In Aghia Varvara, local Roma entrepreneurs noted in 
a focus group session that past training they had been 
involved in did not meet their expectations. As a partici-
pant from Greece said, “We have participated in many 
[training sessions] and it was a waste of time. A lot of 
theory without any practical information”. As a result, 
they requested and helped design a training course that 
was more practical and hands-on.

In Pavlikeni, Roma engaged in a campaign on health-
care that included a pilot experiment to provide medical 
insurance for three years to 10 Roma individuals who 
had previously been excluded from the system, to test 
whether supporting access to health insurance would 
increase take-up. The intervention was co-funded by 
the project. In the same locality, Roma parents par-
ticipated in a community campaign to convince other 
parents of children aged five or six to enrol them in 
kindergarten, after the municipality agreed to pay part 

of the fees, and subsequently developed an advocacy 
campaign to abolish pre-school fees. The intervention 
showed how immediate, tangible outcomes could build 
trust and capacity of the local people.

Cluj-Napoca – the local intervention focused on finding 
solutions to severe housing deprivation challenges, in par-
ticular among families living in an informal settlement near 
the garbage dump (©FRA)

In Cluj-Napoca, the project assisted local Roma to submit 
social housing applications and advocate for changing 
two criteria that excluded families in vulnerable situ-
ations, such as Roma, from accessing social housing. 
In Stara Zagora, Roma who had been displaced after 
demolitions of homes in a Roma neighbourhood were 
invited to participate in one of the local interventions to 
design the floorplans for a modular house, which could 
be used for rebuilding new homes adhering to all legal 
obligations, in line with building code standards and 
approved by the authorities. This plan was designed 
to take into account peoples’ preferences and to also 
accommodate cultural and traditional norms. It would 
also save costs and the difficulty of going through 
administrative approvals, to facilitate faster and compli-
ant building procedures. The municipality got involved 
in the intervention and agreed to allocate certain areas 
of land to allow them to build their homes legally. 

 
Stara Zagora – local residents from the Lozenetz neighbourhood discuss their ideal housing and floorplan of a model house at 
a focus group discussion in February 2016 (©FRA)
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While initially reluctant to trust any housing relocation 
scheme, this – as a local Roma said – was different: “if 
it [the house] looks like that, I am going immediately 
to move in”. While the houses were not actually built 
during the project period, a mutually agreed approach 
to the planning and other preparations were achieved 
through the project’s participatory process.

Stara Zagora – informally built houses in the Lozenetz 
neighbourhood before the demolitions (©FRA)

Stara Zagora – visualisation of a model modular semi-
detatched house developed by an architectural team of the 
University of Architecture, Civil Engineering and Geodesy 
Sofia, presented at the consensus conference in April 2016 
(©Architectural team of The University of Architecture, Civil 
Engineering and Geodesy, Sofia)

Mistrust of intermediaries
The issue of trust transcends the local stakeholders 
and has important implications for external actors 
involved in project management and implementation. 
Implementing a project such as ‘Local Engagement for 
Roma Inclusion’ in 21 localities across 11 EU Member 
States is a complex managerial and administrative 
endeavour, requiring multiple layers of coordination. 
Particularly where project implementation involves 
public procurement, additional actors such as consult-
ing companies and other private sector companies may 
become involved – in addition to activists, thematic 
experts and local-level stakeholders working on the 
project at the local level. In the case of this research 
project, a consortium of two regional and one pan-
European consulting companies was formed to centrally 
and regionally manage the research (see Annex IV on 

contracting modality). The multi-layered coordination 
structure, the complex information-flow channels and 
the reporting mechanisms through several layers of 
project management had inevitable implications on 
the project, in particular in terms of budget distribu-
tion, how information was communicated, and how this 
affected building trust among local-level stakeholders 
towards the project at the local level. In other words, 
there was a risk associated with transparency of the 
project and local engagement, including possible mis-
understanding of how transnational projects can be run.

One important impact of this structure is how the peo-
ple in the communities (i.e. the so-called ‘beneficiar-
ies’) understood the project and to what extent they 
trust an EU-funded initiative and those responsible for 
implementing it. As one of the local fieldwork experts 
in the Czech Republic described, “It is not possible to 
conduct PAR research through a profit-oriented interna-
tional consortium. The business model exerts too much 
effort towards cutting the local budget at the expense 
of staff and participants. Once such a huge project is 
launched the donor will want to have it finished, and if 
the consulting company does not have, at the core of 
their mission, delivery of the best quality services, the 
whole project will disintegrate”.

For the local teams (Roma and non-Roma alike), and 
even more so for a number of the fieldwork experts, 
it was difficult to understand and establish trust in the 
project coordination structure. In particular, the multiple 
layers of communication had implications for how the 
research objectives, methodology, approach, and the 
practical conditions for implementing the project (such 
as the budget, timeline and deliverable requirements) 
were understood. The result was a need for a longer 
process of engagement also involving more direct con-
tact between FRA and the local level, in order to ensure 
that all project implementing partners, including the 
local teams, had the same information and understood 
the objectives in the same way. At times, misunder-
standings and mistrust of the project management 
reflected frustration of local level actors towards past 
EU-funded projects. The resulting frustration appeared 
to underlie many Roma activists’ complaints about the 
so-called ‘Roma inclusion business’ (i.e. the industry of 
projects on Roma integration, largely financed by EU 
Structural and Investment Funds). A number of non-
Roma engaged in the project also expressed frustration 
over past projects on Roma inclusion, and were wary 
that the research project would be another expensive 
and inefficient endeavour that would not bring tangible 
benefits or improvements to the situation of local Roma 
communities. The result of all this past experience, and 
the resulting climate under which the project entered, 
was a long-term erosion of trust on many sides, of Roma 
and non-Roma. The implication for the project was to 
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try to work against this negative experience and to 
build trust in the research process among local Roma 
communities, as well as local team members, Roma 
activists and even the fieldwork experts.

As the research began, it was important for a number 
of the local teams to have full transparency with regard 
to costs and payments within the project, not only in 
terms of the share of the project budget that was allo-
cated to each specific locality, but also within the over-
all project management structure. This also reflected 
a mistrust and criticism towards project management 
coordinated by organisations distant from the local 

level, and a general mistrust of EU-funded projects in 
the past, where resources intended to benefit Roma had 
not always reached the intended beneficiaries.

As such, a sentiment expressed regarding the research 
was that it was also important for all the participants 
involved in the project implementation to have a clear 
and transparent overview of the distribution of the 
project budget, in terms of the share of resources that 
would directly benefit the people in need at the local 
level and the resources allocated to experts (in some 
cases non-Roma) and project management.
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3   
Communication

Appropriate and tailored communication regarding local 
policies, strategies and projects is vital to managing 
citizens’ expectations and ensuring successful imple-
mentation of local integration actions. This is important 
because investments in communities facing margin-
alisation and poverty have to be communicated care-
fully. How the aims, methods and limitations of a project 
are communicated to the local communities is in many 
cases as important as that information itself. Local 
teams addressed communication in a number of differ-
ent ways that were heavily influenced by the dynamics 
within the localities making communication challenging 
during the research implementation.

Risk management: 
communicating and managing 
expectations
The research shows that risk management in the form 
of clearly communicating and managing expectations 
is a critical aspect of participatory processes. Commu-
nicating the objectives and purpose of the research 
was challenging and stakeholders had difficulties in 
understanding the difference of this project to other 
EU-funded activities. This naturally raised a number of 
expectations, which the local teams had to manage 
through careful communication methods.

The local intervention in Besence is an indicative exam-
ple of the dynamics at play when it comes to the need 
to manage the local communities’ expectations. More 
specifically, ethical considerations associated with the 

proposed project-implementation plan and activities 
emerged during the needs-assessment phase. One 
concern was linked to the potential consequences of 
the successful engagement of the Roma community in 
local affairs, in particular regarding whether unrealistic 
expectations were being developed. As the mayor of 
Besence stated at the beginning of the project, if local 
people express their needs, somebody will have to 
answer them. This links to the fact that, even after the 
research project ended locally, the local leaders would 
still be in the localities with no guarantee of being able 
to meet all the expectations expressed in the long term. 
In some cases, the failure to do so resulted in frustration 
with the project. This can carry over into other inclusion 
projects, thus damaging relationships of trust and pros-
pects of developing participatory projects in the long 
run. Such sentiments could, for example, be seen in the 
following comments, as expressed by a participant in 
Hungary after the intervention, “This was useless. We 
were just talking but there are no new jobs. Please, tell 
me, what is the benefit of this? When will we have a real 
job? It was just talking. Leave me alone!”.

This example also highlights the importance of setting 
boundary conditions and defining roles within a pro-
ject from the outset. Local authorities, in particular, are 
well-positioned to do this by explaining the limitations 
in order for their participation in a project to take place 
(e.g. legislative limitations or areas of action outside of 
a local authority’s competence). They can also clarify 
issues such as whether it is realistic that a project would 
be able to create jobs, or if other more modest out-
comes can be expected. Clearly communicating such 
objectives is important to managing expectations.
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Besence – local residents on a study visit to learn more 
about how municipal-run social cooperatives can help pro-
vide employment opportunities (©FRA)

The research project had a short time frame and limited 
investment opportunities. Some fieldwork experts also 
felt that such a research project could not easily be 
communicated in a comprehensible way for the local 
people because they, as an expert from Hungary put 
it, “are not part of a scientific community”. The aims 
and possible results of the project had to be clearly 
communicated, while also involving extensive con-
sultation with the mayors, especially in the case of 
Besence. The local team managed expectations via 
community discussions and documenting all the views 
expressed. This required the continuous presence of 
the fieldwork expert in the community throughout the 
project implementation period.

In many localities, the project activities started with 
the presentation of the relevant information in relation 
to the project’s meetings, decisions, events as well as 
milestones. Moreover, information regarding the alloca-
tion of the local fund was officially made public.

The local intervention in Cluj-Napoca encountered 
a  similar dilemma regarding expectation manage-
ment during the needs assessment phase. The local 
team “supported people in applying for social housing, 
while knowing that they might not be ‘eligible’ or might 
receive low scores in the selection process that would 
therefore not get them onto the list of social housing 
applicants”. This approach risked overpromising to the 
local community something which the project and the 
fieldwork experts could not necessarily deliver on, after 
creating expectations that people would receive social 
housing. This risked a loss of trust both in the local team 
and in the local authority and the social housing system. 
However, the reasoning behind the submission of the 
application files, even for members of the local com-
munity who were unlikely to be ‘successful’ in their 
application, was that by these means local authorities 
would become more aware of the extent of the hous-
ing exclusion problem in the locality. Doing so would 
reveal the extent to which the social housing system is 

exclusionary. The local team used this action and inter-
vention to support their argument for amending the 
criteria for social housing allotment in a way that better 
meets the needs of the socially marginalised groups. 
For people from marginalised communities such as 
the Roma in Cluj-Napoca, a political awareness-raising 
action of this nature was not necessarily understood 
at the outset of the intervention. Before submitting an 
application, a number of psychological and capacity 
barriers had to be overcome. Roma often did not have 
confidence in dealing with institutions, and needed to 
develop further knowledge on the social housing pro-
cedures and to be persuaded that the efforts to sub-
mit applications were worth the outcome, even in the 
case that they might not receive a flat. In this regard, 
activating the local community to collectively submit 
the applications was a concrete community develop-
ment outcome in itself. It also served to empower 
them as they could express their rights for adequate 
housing and for changing the dominant practices that 
excluded them from accessing social housing. In this 
example constant communication between the project 
team and the local community was required. To do so, 
the local team applied various approaches, depending 
on the concerned stakeholders. In Cluj-Napoca, peo-
ple living in the targeted disadvantaged areas were 
offered assistance in completing their social housing 
applications. The act of filling out the forms allowed 
the PAR team members to initiate discussions and gain 
valuable information regarding people’s housing history 
and experiences in a non-intrusive way – an important 
factor given the potential sensitivity of the matter. Par-
ticipants and applicants were appropriately informed 
about the additional purpose of filling out the applica-
tion files, namely ensuring that their voices and needs 
were heard by the local authorities, and were invited 
to join discussions on further steps to draw the aware-
ness of the local authorities to the daily challenges they 
face (proposing amendments to the allotment criteria 
for social housing).

Moreover, maintaining regular contact with the appli-
cants and providing updates on the status of their 
applications was a way to monitor the outcomes of 
this action. As this activity was particularly challeng-
ing for the local team, co-researchers from the Roma 
community and the whole local team supported 
them in tackling such situations, and the preliminary 
and final results of the selection process were com-
municated to the applicants in three locations by the 
group of national experts, academic co-researchers 
and community co-researchers.

Based on the feedback received from local co-research-
ers, there were no tensions around learning about these 
results in the Roma communities, thus reinforcing the 
conclusion that people considered demanding their 



Communication

31

housing rights by the means of these applications an 
important act and a success in itself, at least as impor-
tant as the concrete scores that they received for their 
applications. Since they had no other formal ways by 
which they could have communicated their housing 
conditions and needs to the public administration, they 
acknowledged that they should continue this process 
in the years to come.

Reaching out to and 
communicating with 
the community
One of the challenges revealed in several localities was 
that local communities were not always adequately 
aware of available inclusion project opportunities 
where they could get involved. Extra efforts to reach 
out to Roma communities and help them become 
aware of opportunities were needed, especially where 
local authorities have failed in the past to reach out 
and inform them. In some cases, local teams assisted 
the communities in identifying such opportunities 
and tried to support the procedural steps of project 
design and application.

During the intervention in Megara, for example, the 
local team realised that the vast majority of local Roma 
were not aware of the existence of educational pro-
grammes – such as the Operational Programme ‘Edu-
cation and Lifelong Learning’, run by the Ministry of 
Culture, Education and Religious Affairs, which was 
running an open call for applications at that time (Sep-
tember 2015) and which also included a thematic area 
dedicated to Roma for learning Greek. Moreover, even 
those who knew about it stated that they did not know 
how the application procedures work, which led to the 
fieldwork experts supporting interested Roma appli-
cants in filling in and submitting their applications, along 
with all requested accompanying documents.

In Besence, the second round of a study trip had to 
be postponed on several occasions until it was finally 
cancelled, due to low interest among the local people 
who were only partly involved in the development pro-
cess, and thus did not feel a sense of ownership over 
the activity. In addition, the limited planning regarding 
communication, timing and facilitation contributed to 
a lack of clarity and misunderstandings within the local 
community regarding their eligibility for participation. 
The response of a local inhabitant as to why they did 
not take part illustrates this: “I am not a public worker. 
I believed it was exclusively for them”. The method 
used to communicate this opportunity (a long pres-
entation with complicated language and logic) addi-
tionally confused the local community participants. As 
a result, it became evident that effectively communi-
cating and promoting a project or activity is crucial, as 
a lack of (accurate) knowledge surrounding it inevitably 
results in low levels of interest on the part of the local 
community, as well as lack of clarity and knowledge 
regarding how to apply assuming that such an interest 
does indeed exist.

Communication with 
individuals
“We use all kinds of channels, but what is working is per-
sonal communication. Calling the people, meeting them, 
talking to them. You cannot rely only on leaflets.”

(Czech Republic, local team member)

The project tested a number of means of communica-
tion. The results show that communication methods 
based on face-to-face personal outreach were particu-
larly effective in gaining and maintaining the trust of 
the local community as well as mobilising their inter-
est to participate. These approaches include personal 
communication that resonates with the addressee, the 
importance of using simple and accessible language that 
does not alienate participants, and understanding the 

 
Megara – the mayor visits the Roma neighbourhood during a meeting to explain the research process and mobilise people to 
participate; outreach activities were often carried out within the neighbourhood (©FRA)
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perspectives of all sides. Carefully selecting and adapt-
ing the communication method to the target group is of 
utmost importance to the success of projects.

Personal communication is often more effective than 
alternative approaches to communication through leaf-
lets or radio broadcasts which, although having the 
capacity to reach out to larger audiences, were not as 
effective when it came to creating sufficient trust or 
clarity to help the local community develop a sense 
of ownership over projects. This was observed during 
the Stara Zagora intervention, and in particular dur-
ing the information campaign which was conducted 
regarding the precarious local housing situation (350 
households were at risk of eviction, yet none of the 
local stakeholders had information on which households 
were affected, nor did many families know about the 
legal framework for building a house). Given the high 
illiteracy rate and the low education level among the 
local Roma population, an information campaign based 
on posters and flyers would have been highly ineffec-
tive. As a result, the activities were based on direct 
face-to-face communication with the Roma households. 
In addition, it was agreed that the offices of the NGO 
World Without Borders (WWB) would also serve as an 
information point, complementing the face-to-face 
household visits. Moreover, to ensure that the com-
municated information was relevant and applicable to 
all households, WWB conducted individual consultations 
on specific cases, exemplified by the ‘cadastral notice’, 
which was issued to a group of affected households 
regarding the land plot on which their future legal house 
would potentially be located.

Similarly, in Aghia Varvara, face-to-face contact and 
communication with all participants and stakeholders at 
all stages of the research process was essential for the 
implementation of project interventions. Particularly 
during a training on entrepreneurship, it was discovered 
that the majority of the entrepreneurs were unaware 
of open funding opportunities that were announced 
only on the websites of ministries and other national 
authorities. This was also verified by the limited par-
ticipation in the local consultation forum, which had 
been announced on the website of the municipality 
and at Municipal Hall. Although young Roma in Aghia 
Varvara used the internet more widely than older Roma, 
even this proved to be an ineffective means of com-
municating employment, education or entrepreneurship 
opportunities among the young.

Aghia Varvara – Roma youth from the municipality on their 
way to the municipality office to communicate their ideas 
for how to improve community relations between Roma 
and non-Roma (©FRA)

Furthermore, the intervention in Hrabušice demon-
strated that local media were also unreliable means 
of communication. Even though the opportunity to 
receive a small grant was promoted and communicated 
via municipal broadcasting and a newsletter, there was 
a lack of interest on the part of the local community. 
People were neither offering any project ideas, nor 
were they asking questions about this opportunity. 
Despite several extensions of a deadline for project 
submission and offers of further assistance in project 
development, the locals did not submit any proposals.

Individual communication on its own is not enough to 
ensure the participation and trust of the local commu-
nity. In Mantua, a questionnaire was sent to 52 stake-
holders by the Municipal Section for Welfare, presenting 
the results of the needs assessment and asking for 
their support. Another three requests were sent by the 
fieldwork experts, always with an individual commu-
nication. However, despite these measures, the ques-
tionnaire still achieved a low response rate. Only nine 
completed questionnaires were returned, while seven 
people refused to participate. This could be indicative 
of the challenges in achieving a high level of engage-
ment of local stakeholders in the process, especially 
in contexts where there is a lack of established trust.

Plain speaking – avoiding 
jargon
It proved to be very difficult for the project’s fieldwork 
experts and other project implementers to use language 
that is accessible and clear. Many Roma therefore had dif-
ficulties understanding technical and managerial aspects 
of the project, but rarely asked for clarification. In some 
cases, they may even have been hesitant to admit that 
they did not understand what the local team presented or 
asked for during meetings. The local teams became more 
aware of this and made a very conscious effort to ensure 
that everyone had an equal and correct understanding of 
the project methodology, objectives and project activities.
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Local partners such as Roma mediators and repre-
sentatives who had more experience with projects 
often helped, for example, in Megara and Aghia Var-
vara. The Roma representatives in Megara, namely the 
Presidents of the Roma Association and of the Union of 
Greek Roma Mediators, further helped with the imple-
mentation of the research activities. They suggested 
keeping the questionnaire that was to be completed via 
door-to-door interviews as compact and with as simple 
language as possible. Three local Roma co-researchers 
helped to pilot the questionnaire and identify potential 
difficulties related to the language and understanding 
of the questions, the cohesion of the questionnaire, 
and the time needed to complete it. Some slight adjust-
ments related to specific questions and the overall 
length followed and all Roma respondents (all male and 
heads of households) found the questionnaire easy to 
complete and not too long, indicating a pay-off from 
making sure that accessible language is used.

Rakytník – local citizens come from both Hungarian- and 
Slovak-speaking backgrounds (©FRA)

Moreover, in some localities additional linguistic barri-
ers had to be overcome as Roma communities did not 
speak the national language. For example, in Rakytník, 
access to local communities was difficult at first, given 
that most people, particularly young people, spoke 
Hungarian rather than Slovak. To address the resulting 
challenge – whereby members of the local community 
were often not aware of existing integration initiatives 
– the local project team engaged a co-researcher from 
the region who spoke both Hungarian and Slovak and 
had experience with youth work to act as a linguistic 
and cultural interpreter.

In Helsinki, the presence of Roma predominantly from 
Romania and Bulgaria created a linguistically diverse 
setting, where few spoke Finnish and thus could not 
communicate as easily with local social workers. Inter-
preters and other volunteers who spoke Romanian and 
Bulgarian were recruited to help with translation. An 
additional challenge was that, even though for many 
Romanian and Bulgarian was their mother tongue, they 

often were not able to write or read. The research found 
that such an inability to reach out to certain segments 
of the Roma population, which may often be the most 
excluded, risks reinforcing existing power asymmetries.

Helsinki – greeting card developed by Roma in cooperation 
with Finnish artist Jani Leinonen; cards were sold to gener-
ate income and raise awareness regarding the challenges 
Roma from Bulgaria and Romania face in Helsinki (©FRA)

Transparency in 
communication 
and co-decision making 
to foster trust
The research also confirms how important transparency 
and clear communication are for trust, and how any 
potential limitations or ethical considerations need to be 
communicated to relevant stakeholders (and of course 
the local community) to ensure that an environment of 
trust is maintained. The research identified the need for 
fieldwork experts and those facilitating participatory 
processes to openly communicate why and how certain 
participants are selected, and how decisions are made.

Some of these challenges became apparent during 
the intervention in Sokolov. Representatives of the 
Czech NGO People in Need identified a potential risk 
that members of the local community could grow frus-
trated and lose trust in the project and its experts if the 
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communication from the project team regarding how 
participants were selected for the project activities was 
not transparent. People in Need had a limited capac-
ity to transport and accommodate the large number 
of Roma families in the neighbourhood. A potential 
perception of non-transparent or unfair selection of 
participants risked having a negative impact on the 
established relationships of trust within the community.

Faced with similar challenges regarding possible 
intransparent selection of participants for the interven-
tions and the capacity limitations of the local NGO, only 
a small number of participants could take part in the 
project’s intervention assigning municipal flats to home-
less families. A selection process, even if it were con-
ducted in a transparent and open way, could potentially 
lead to tensions within the community. The risk was 
that each possible criterion for selecting participants, 
even if done objectively based on an “assessment of 
deservingness,” might be disputed. The solution to 
this challenge was found during a series of consulta-
tions between stakeholders. Through this process they 
agreed that given the inability to reach consensus over 
a set of selection criteria, a random selection of the 
participants for the intervention would be fairer. The 
local team communicated clearly that the social hous-
ing would be given through a lottery drawing, although 
there was no guarantee that entering one’s name would 
result in getting a flat. Understanding these conditions, 
some Roma women commented that it was better to 
have a chance at social housing than no chance at all, as 
was their situation at the time. The experience gained 
from the intervention in Brno therefore suggests that, 
even in a context where an optimal solution cannot be 
achieved (in this case, deciding on criteria for selection 
of participants), a feasible integration project can still be 
carried out. This was due in large part to the transparent 
communication on the side of the local project team, 
combined with an invitation to various stakeholders to 
discuss possible remedies which can help reach consen-
sus, both of which built trust in the project.

Brno – conditions for entering the ‘Housing First’ lottery 
were discussed between local residents and the local team 
in an open and transparent matter (©FRA)

Another transparency-related consideration worth 
taking into account during the local intervention was 
the need to openly communicate to the local com-
munity how the data or information collected would 
be used. This is particularly relevant to interventions 
which include a survey, census or a questionnaire – as 
was the case for example, in Megara, Stara Zagora, 
and other localities. This need became apparent during 
the pilot phase, as some local Roma raised concerns 
regarding the survey, and in particular relating to the 
fact that it was not clear to them how the collected 
data would subsequently be used by the regional and 
local authorities. Such a need stems from the fact that, 
as the Greek fieldwork expert explains, “many projects 
and organisations had conducted surveys and research 
in the Vlycho settlement without going back and pre-
senting the findings or offering a general follow-up to 
the Roma people [whici] resulted in the Roma people 
being sceptical about the usefulness of the survey and 
unwilling to take part”. As expressed by the President 
of the Local Roma Association in Megara, “I estimate 
that 10 % of the 4,000 Roma might decline to respond 
because they might be afraid of providing data and this 
is why a full understanding of the reasons for conduct-
ing the survey is needed”. To this end and to avoid any 
misunderstandings and doubts as to how the results 
would be used, the project team in the Vlycho settle-
ment planned a survey launch event.

Seeing that some members of the local community con-
tinued to express concerns and uncertainty as to how 
the data collected from the survey would be used, even 
after the survey launch event, the project team decided 
to share a hard copy of the revised questionnaire and 
explain it to the representative of the Roma Association. 
Doing so signified that, once a representative trusted 
by the local community reviewed the questionnaire 
and approved it by stating that its purposes and ques-
tions were understood, reservations regarding the local 
intervention were reduced.
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Empowerment through 
self-awareness

“During [the project] we could learn how to approach City 
Hall and we could also learn about our rights [ … ] It was 
great seeing how we could act together in order to obtain 
and link different information about our housing situation, 
information from the cadastre office, from the Prefecture, 
from the railway company, from architects, from lawyers, 
and not least from our people actually experiencing the 
effects of living where they live, on the margins of the city 
and under insecure and inadequate conditions.”

(Romania, evaluation meeting participant (male))

In European societies, the words ‘Roma’ and ‘Gypsy’ 
have long been associated with negative assump-
tions. In many cases, the local interventions in this 
research project aimed to raise awareness of Roma 
culture and improve community relations, to overcome 
tensions between communities and in particular also 
discriminatory attitudes towards Roma resulting from 
anti-Gypsyism. This was done through targeted com-
munication methods, including disseminating knowl-
edge about Roma and Sinti communities, cultural 
events to celebrate and promote Roma culture, and 
also empowering local communities through getting 

in touch with their own history and contribution to the 
local society. Awareness-raising activities also helped 
to promote integration and share information about 
people’s rights. Many examples of such activities to 
raise awareness about Roma are found in the research 
localities in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Greece, Hun-
gary, Italy and Romania.

In Mantua, the local intervention focused on the crea-
tion of a cultural centre for the local Sinti community. It 
became an opportunity for the Sinti to become closer 
to the other citizens of Mantua, and to have a space 
where they could come together to share their culture, 
language and promote a more positive image of the 
Sinti vis-à-vis the local community. As one Sinti man 
explained, “for us this centre is extremely important, 
firstly because it is in the city. For our Sinti community, 
coming here with our kids, to study our language in 
a dedicated place that we did not have in the past, 
coming here in the city and leaving our camp is really 
important, for informing people about our culture and 
language. It allows us to show people who we are, and 
we are no longer forced to hide away all the time”.

In Mátraverebély, the local interventions also focused on 
promotion of the local Roma history through a calendar 

 
Mantua – the local intervention supported the creation of a cultural centre for the local Sinti community, transforming a run-
down building into a place where Sinti culture and language can be promoted (©FRA)

 
Cordoba – a local integration strategy was developed in a participatory way, including to help empower Roma women and 
youth (©FRA)
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project, which highlighted the contributions of many 
of the Roma families to the development of the local 
community over the years. This jointly-designed and 
implemented activity was a source of pride for locals, 
both Roma and non-Roma.

Other local awareness raising interventions focused on 
providing more information and knowledge to the Roma 
communities, through educational activities and rights 
awareness programmes. For example, in Medway, the 
research processes brought together social workers and 
Roma families to help raise awareness on where they 
could turn to when they need support.

Particularly given the modest budgetary availability of 
the project’s local funds, awareness raising activities 
proved to be meaningful actions that led to positive 
outcomes and important ways to address community 
relations. While the research could not always address 
larger-scale or more complex interventions such as 
overcoming unemployment or developing infrastruc-
ture, these small-scale but meaningful activities still 
managed to have an impact on local level Roma inclu-
sion. Findings from the research further suggest that 

formatting and presenting the projects as ethnically 
neutral (i.e. not exclusively targeting Roma) helps 
address the challenge of potential negative backlash 
from sections of the general population. For example, in 
Sokolov, activities were designed for children with very 
young parents and for children whose parents had not 
completed elementary education in high school, most 
of whom were Roma.

The use of cultural-sensitive communication can help 
mitigate the risk of reinforcing problematic power 
asymmetries. This can be done by taking into account 
the context and challenges affecting Roma communi-
ties, and to adjust project activities and processes in 
a way that understands and takes into consideration the 
living conditions as well as socio-economic barriers in 
the localities, as they may differ from the experiences 
of the project team or the wider population. The Megara 
intervention, for example, revealed that discrimination 
and perceptions that separate Roma people from the 
general population have the potential to lead to misun-
derstandings that Roma cannot participate in projects or 
activities that are open to all, but only in those specifi-
cally targeting Roma populations.
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4   
Community relations

The research reveals a number of trends with regard 
to community relations. This emerged as a key aspect 
in each of the localities, which affected not only the 
choice of participation and engagement techniques, 
but also the outcomes and success of local interven-
tions. Relationships within communities, power rela-
tions between communities and local authorities, the 
role and willingness of local authorities, and a number 
of other local level dynamics between different actors 
all had effects on the project outcomes, and on the 
way local interventions and strategies were designed 
and implemented. The research experience also sheds 
light on the importance of mediators and civil society 
organisations in facilitating local interventions.

The complex dynamics within and between communi-
ties in a locality show how important it is to take into 
account locality specificities. Each locality is different, 
and unique, and local community dynamics are an 
extremely important condition for the success of any 
intervention, integration project and local strategy. In 
particular, where issues of discrimination and commu-
nity level tensions exist, mapping of community rela-
tions becomes an even more important factor for such 
local level actions. These become important because 
many projects and policy interventions take place in 
the realities of segregation and conflict, and will have 
to deal with these local dynamics. They are, however, 
often overlooked and projects do not always foresee 
sufficient time to address such issues. Designing better 
local policies and projects means taking into account all 
the realities and complexities of community dynamics.

Relations within the Roma 
communities
“Doing things together has been a very empowering expe-
rience. I felt empowered when we were working together 
for one goal and sharing mutual support, I realised that we 
could actually change things.”

(Finland, co-researcher)

The research shows that relationships within Roma 
communities are often far more complex than is usu-
ally perceived. Local communities are not always homo-
geneous. Often many different groups of Roma live in 
a given locality, sometimes with entirely different char-
acteristics, cultures, traditions, as well as challenges 
and needs. These different groups may not necessarily 
communicate or interact with one another, and in some 
cases there may even be tensions or conflict between 
groups. This was the case, for example, in several of the 
localities in Romania, Bulgaria, and France. For example, 
in Pavlikeni, there were already existing controversies 
among the various Roma groups at the start of the 
research, some of which even manifested between 
different clans within the same Roma group. The rela-
tions between Roma communities have to be carefully 
considered when developing project activities. Such 
community dynamics can pose challenges to partici-
pation and affect project implementation. While the 
selection of localities for the research was done so as 
to avoid operating in areas of high conflict, inner and 
intra-community tensions could not always be escaped.
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In Hrabušice, initially, a consensus had been reached 
between members of the community and the local 
government regarding the construction of an outdoor 
amphitheatre, which could serve as a communal meet-
ing place. All welcomed the idea and many promised 
their support, from helping to design the structure, 
assist in construction and in administrative support. 
However, “opinions started to differ when the loca-
tion was discussed. Marginalised Roma living in the 
segregated neighbourhood on the outskirts of the vil-
lage wanted it next to their houses. This idea was also 
supported by local government, which considered this 
option an opportunity to improve the disadvantaged 
area. However, the non-Roma and the well-off Roma 
living centrally in the village opposed this idea, prefer-
ring to locate it in the centre of the village. When it was 
eventually decided that the amphitheatre would be built 
in the segregated neighbourhood, the non-Roma and 
the well-off Roma lost interest and left the meeting”, 
as the Slovak fieldwork expert explained. Ultimately 
a compromise was reached to build it in the middle, 
between the upper (the segregated) part of the Roma 
settlement and the lower part (where mostly better-off 
Roma live). In that way the meeting place could still be 
used by non-Roma and the integrated Roma and those 
from the segregated part would not feel uncomfort-
able as they might have if it had been in the centre of 
the village. This example not only highlights the ten-
sions within the community, but also the realities of 
segregation and conflict.

Hrabušice – on the outskirts of the village, a neighbour-
hood with partly informally built homes in poor condition is 
inhabited mostly by Roma, while other Roma families live 
in more integrated parts of the village where housing con-
ditions are better (©Sheena Keller)

The research also shows that tensions within the Roma 
community can spill over and cause delays in project 
implementation. For example, in Megara, the Roma 

community had experienced inner-community tensions 
even before the start of the research, stemming from 
various conflicts between families, police raids that had 
taken place, and some alleged illegal activities, such 
as drug trading and robberies. As the fieldwork expert 
describes, these tensions “unsettle the community and 
cause significant difficulties not only in the cohesion 
and everyday lives of the Roma, but in its relations 
with the wider local community as well”. These ten-
sions were acknowledged as potential barriers to pro-
ject implementation, but following discussions with the 
local Roma association and members of the community, 
there was a strong feeling that activities that focus on 
improving inner-community relations and relations with 
the wider neighbourhood would also help to overcome 
tensions and combat discrimination towards Roma. Ten-
sions continued throughout the research implementa-
tion, and still ended up causing delays in some activities. 
At times, mediators were required to help facilitate 
communication between community members, as well 
as in facilitating interactions between the community, 
the fieldwork experts and the municipality.

Relations within the Roma communities can also mani-
fest themselves at the political level, particularly through 
the various Roma and pro-Roma associations that rep-
resent Roma interests. The research in Madrid illustrates 
this, as a number of different Roma organisations and 
associations were active, some of which were set up and 
led by Roma, while others are managed by non-Roma 
but with significant contributions of Roma. The dynamics 
between these various organisations and associations 
came into play during the research implementation, and 
at one point a confrontation between a Roma women’s 
association and the feminist Roma association from the 
local team escalated. This resulted in prolonged conflict, 
which worried the Equality Board of the City Council and 
caused them to withdraw their support for the Roma 
feminist Congress that was being organised under the 
local intervention. Another example in Hrabusiče illus-
trates how tensions within the Roma community esca-
lated, as a local NGO leader had been actively engaged 
in the research in the early phases of the project, but 
the relationship broke down between her and the local 
team as she ran against the mayor in municipal elections 
and stopped participating in project activities. As the 
fieldwork expert described, “the [project] team failed to 
find an effective replacement as community leader and 
co-researcher from the local community. This can be one 
of the reasons for a subsequent low level of participa-
tion of locals in project activities.” Furthermore, when 
discussing the local project budget, “every attempt at 
discussing the situation and suggesting improvements 
for further meetings ended in tension.”
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Grasping all sides of the story: 
understanding neighbours’ 
differing perspectives

The research confirms that the processes of engage-
ment and cooperation between local level stakeholders 
is not always smooth. This reflects a major obstacle not 
only to participation of Roma, but more generally as an 
obstacle to social inclusion projects. Tensions between 
individuals or groups also extend outside of the Roma 
community and can quickly affect the implementa-
tion of project activities or impede the development 
and implementation of integration strategies or action 
plans. People tend to view their own situation and 
broader community level issues from their own per-
spective first. This makes it challenging to understand 
from which perspective other actors may be coming. 
These differing subjective perceptions were often high-
lighted in the way that local authorities, Roma commu-
nity members and non-Roma neighbours discussed the 
same issue. Each participant saw the problem from their 
experience and prioritised different aspects of the issue 
depending on how they were affected. It was often dif-
ficult for them to gain full awareness of how the other 
participants viewed their reality. In many cases, this led 
to tensions in the research implementation between 
different local stakeholders.

The project in Auid brought such an example. In 2015 
a mediation meeting was organised under the research 
to discuss the termination of several rental contracts 
of Roma tenants. The discussion was heated and one 
participant expressed his frustration over the fact that 
some Roma tenants had allegedly torn down parts 
of the metal fence in a building to sell them. For the 
Roma present at the meeting, the critical issue was 
the termination of the rental contracts and the assault 
on property was secondary. For the owner, however, 
it was the opposite. Ultimately the owner felt “under 
attack and walked out of the meeting” and the repre-
sentatives of this private entity refused to attend future 
meetings to discuss the issues of rental contracts. The 
local team had to discuss alternative approaches to the 
local housing problems directly with the local admin-
istration, but an important opportunity for reaching 
mutual understanding was lost. This incident reveals 
how individuals’ own attitudes can be reinforced when 
both sides are not willing or able to understand each 
other’s perspectives or concerns.

Aiud – a member of the Local Action Group created under 
the research discusses housing issues facing the Roma 
community with the local authorities (©FRA)

Such asymmetries in perception and the inability (or 
unwillingness) to understand the other side’s concerns 
is an important driver and reinforcement of Roma 
exclusion. For example, in Stara Zagora, tensions were 
mounting over the past twenty years, as a growing 
number of Roma moved into neighbourhoods in the 
outskirts of the municipality and formed informal set-
tlements through houses that were built without land 
titles, construction permits and registration. For the 
Roma, securing housing for their growing families was 
of primary concern (and compliance with the regula-
tions was secondary). For the non-Roma, illegal squat-
ting in a municipal park was the primary concern (and 
the poverty-related motives were secondary). Ulti-
mately a number of anti-Roma demonstrations took 
place in recent years and the level of inter-ethnic ten-
sion grew into an open conflict. In 2011 plans began 
for evictions of these illegally built dwellings. By the 
time the research began, the first wave of evictions and 
demolitions had already taken place. Entering a climate 
of tension was a challenge for the fieldwork expert 
and the local team, but through participatory methods 
that aimed to help find solutions acceptable to all sides, 
some of these tensions were managed. Activities and 
participatory methods were carefully chosen to boost 
mutual understanding on both sides – on the one hand 
for the municipal authorities and the neighbouring eth-
nic Bulgarians to better understand the daily challenges 
with which Roma families struggle, and on the other 
hand, for the Roma to understand the concerns of the 
non-Roma. The local team was successful in bringing 
the communities to a shared solution, largely because it 
acknowledged the complexity of the situation invested 
in bringing the two narratives together and be able “to 
make an omelette without breaking the eggs”.
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Political tensions also have the potential to affect the 
implementation of local level projects and strategies. 
This is illustrated by several localities, where the inter-
ests of local politicians in up-coming elections created 
tensions within and between communities. For exam-
ple, in Mantua, negotiations between the two right-wing 
political parties resulted in discussions concerning limit-
ing funding to the Sinti community. This created difficul-
ties in facilitating a process of engagement between the 
Sinti and some branches of the local authorities, as well 
as further distance and tension between the two sides. 
In Sokolov, the local authorities hesitated to carry out 
activities that would benefit the Roma, fearing that this 
would make local politicians unpopular among other 
local citizens in an election year.

However, in some cases, tensions between different 
sides can also be the first step towards identifying 
common areas of interest, and can in fact later lead to 
cooperation. For example, in Bologna, the presence of 
different groups of Roma – both Italian Sinti and non-
Italian Roma – and the different NGOs working with the 
various communities had completely different opinions. 
During the needs assessment phase, “people from the 
Sinti and Roma communities initially found it hard to 
envision cross-cutting activities addressing joint inter-
ests and needs, and pushed for community-specific 
actions. This tendency was also evident within some 
of the NGOs dealing with either community. For exam-
ple, the social cooperative working in the unauthor-
ised Roma settlements appeared to resent the close 
cooperation of the local authority and the consortium 
working in the municipal Sinti camps,” as the local field-
work expert explained. However, as the focus groups 
and participatory meetings continued, the participants 
were eventually able to identify one major issue that 
was common to all of the groups. Despite very different 
living conditions, challenges, and expressed interests, 
all the groups agreed that the lack of spokespersons 
and mediators recognised by all stakeholders dealing 
with the social inclusion of Sinti and Roma communities 
was an area that the research could focus on.

Role and engagement of local 
authorities

The research also showed how local authorities often 
fluctuate in their interest and commitment (i.e. their 
‘political willingness’), depending on the time, whether 
elections are coming, or depending on a number of 
other factors. In several localities, local authorities were 
at first very willing to get involved in the research, but 
became less active when it came time to start working 
on concrete actions. In other localities, the local authori-
ties were actively engaged and committed throughout 
the research. How the local authorities cooperated with 
other local level stakeholders had significant implica-
tions for how the research process of engagement was 
carried out, as well as affecting the outcomes of the 
local interventions. In a few cases, the local authorities 
welcomed the participatory approach and took steps to 
integrate similar methodologies into their current and 
future work even after the research project concluded.

Commitment of the local authorities, as highlighted 
under the conditions for participation, was often an 
important starting point for the project in many locali-
ties. For example, in Aghia Varvara, the political com-
mitment from the local authorities created legitimacy 
for the interventions and the cooperation between the 
various local stakeholders to begin. The continued role 
of the local authorities through the end of the inter-
ventions was also an important motivating factor. For 
example, the students who had participated in a num-
ber of the PAR activities presented their views and 
suggestions on how to improve community relations 
to the municipal authorities. This opportunity for young 
students to interact with the mayor, deputy mayors, 
heads of departments and other municipal officials 
helped to improve relations with the local authorities 
and empower youth to become active and engaged 
citizens also in the longer term.

 
Bologna – local Sinti and Roma discuss their views on the main challenges to social inclusion and the lack of community spokes-
persons and mediators (©FRA)
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Sometimes political leadership is necessary to push suc-
cessful initiatives forward. In this situation, the local 
authorities have both a large responsibility towards 
the people, as well as decision making power that can 
set things in motion for positive change. For example, 
in Brno, the political leadership of the municipality – 
through a clear commitment from the social affairs 
deputy and the involvement of the mayor in the 

preparation of the local housing first project – were 
important elements of the intervention’s success. In 
Rakytník, the mayor was the main counterpart and was 
actively engaged in all aspects of the project design and 
implementation, which were met with a high level of 
enthusiasm and commitment. As such, the municipality 
provided organisational, political and material support 
to the research. The mayor “immediately identified the 

 
Aghia Varvara – Roma youth present their ideas for how to improve inter-ethnic relations in the municipality to the mayor and 
other representatives of the local authority (©FRA)

Figure 3: Roma Work Group of the city of Jyväskylä (Finland)

Note: Visualisation of the various stakeholder groups represented in the Roma Work Group developed by the local 
authorities in Jyväskylä to address the inclusion of Finnish Roma.

Source: FRA, 2018
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project as one of the very few accessible development 
opportunities for their small municipality in one of the 
most marginalized regions of Slovakia. At the same 
time, he clearly expressed that [the research] should 
have a sustainable effect and has to include strategic 
planning and capacity building of local stakeholders to 
stimulate further development beyond the [research] 
project period. For this purpose, the mayor of Rakytník 
contacted other municipalities of the micro-region to 
engage them into some of the project activities,” as the 
Slovak fieldwork expert described.

In Strasbourg, the local authorities already had a well-
established track record in actively dealing with Roma 
issues. The city had set up a Roma mission, with a num-
ber of dedicated staff. The policy officer in charge of 
the Roma mission explained at the beginning of the 
research, “I have always defended, in my commitments, 
the idea that it was necessary to associate the people 
with their future and with their fate. And I was very curi-
ous to see how other countries approached the problem 
of the Roma migrants”. This increased the motivation 
of the local authorities to develop a local policy for 
Roma integration and to also take part in the project. 
This commitment helped to keep the local authorities 
engaged throughout the project implementation. As 
the Roma mission explained, “the programme and the 
project of the city of Strasbourg were on the same wave 
length; the strong interest in improving the lives of the 
Roma people was at the core”.

Similarly, in Jyväskylä, the Roma Work Group estab-
lished by the city in 2003 and one of the contributors to 
the Finnish national policy on Roma, was a constant fac-
tor throughout the research implementation. Moreover, 
the Director of the Adult Social Work and Empowering 
Services of the municipality was heavily engaged in the 
early stages of the research.

In some cases the local authorities had not previously 
interacted in closer ways with the Roma community, 
and so the process of engagement was a way to gain 
a greater and more hands-on experience with Roma 
inclusion issues. For example, in one locality, the local 
councillor – although knowledgeable about the chal-
lenges and issues facing the Roma families in a munic-
ipal camp – had not regularly visited the camp until 
this research began.

In Stara Zagora, the local authorities faced tough 
decision making regarding the housing situation of 
Roma, evictions and the illegal settlements that were 
to be demolished. Local community members at the 
beginning of the local interventions felt that the local 
authorities were quite distant. One resident explained, 
“We heard they have taken some decisions about the 

houses, but what, actually, we do not know. There is 
no one in the municipality who comes and talks with 
us”. Through the processes of engagement with the 
local Roma communities, the local authorities began 
to participate in new ways, sharing information about 
future plans and policies for the neighbourhood, as well 
as interacting more frequently with Roma citizens.

Similarly, in Megara, the implementation of the research 
actually “facilitated the interaction and cooperation 
between the local Roma association and the munici-
pal authorities, while strengthening the position of the 
Roma association within the Roma community”, accord-
ing to the fieldwork expert. However, targeting the 
activities towards local authorities and not only towards 
the Roma community was an important element in this 
locality as it kept the local authorities engaged until the 
end. Furthermore, there was a positive political context 
at the regional and local level during the implementa-
tion of the research, which had a number of ongoing 
initiatives targeted towards Roma inclusion and strong 
political support from the Deputy Regional Governor 
of the Region of Western Attica. The Municipal Council 
even issued a decision for the provision of support to 
the research project in Megara. Towards the end of the 
implementation, a municipal official reflected on the 
process and showed how the cooperation was mutually 
beneficial to the local authorities and the local Roma 
community in the planning of a local census. “Through 
[the project] the municipality gained the knowledge 
on how to conduct the census in an effective way and 
gained the support of the Roma community, which is 
the most crucial factor for the successful implementa-
tion of any action related to the Roma community in 
Vlycho. [The research project] was a powerful partner 
for the municipality during this particular period,” as 
the fieldwork expert explains. As such, the success of 
the actions under the project was in large part a result 
of the willingness of both the regional and munici-
pal authorities, working together to support the local 
Roma association, despite a number of difficulties in 
the implementation. This case also highlights how posi-
tive outcomes can be achieved when local authorities 
view participation and support in such projects as an 
opportunity to approach the Roma community and be 
engaged in the improvement of the situation.

In several cases, the local authorities expressed politi-
cal support and interest in the research – but during 
implementation their involvement waned and their 
active engagement was either limited or even absent 
in some cases. For example, the local authorities in 
Córdoba were eager to participate at the outset of the 
project, but following municipal elections and a change 
in local government, the new officials in place were not 
as aware of the local situation of Roma. While efforts 
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were made by the fieldwork expert, strains on human 
and financial resources led to a more limited involve-
ment of the authorities in the remainder of the research 
implementation. Similarly, in Pavlikeni, the local author-
ities were informed of the project and supported it both 
politically and methodologically, but due to limited staff 
and time, they were not able to participate actively 
throughout all stages of the project’s implementation. 
The experience in Sokolov illustrates how the political 
commitment of the local authority is dependent on the 
individuals in power. At the beginning of the project the 
mayor was very open and committed to developing 
meaningful interventions together with the Roma com-
munity. However, a change in political representation 
after local elections resulted in a withdrawal of support 
for the local interventions by the local authorities, who 
did not want to be seen as supporting the Roma at the 
expense of addressing other local citizens’ concerns.

In several localities, the local authorities were more 
indirectly involved in the research through social ser-
vice providers or other bodies coordinating services and 
support to Roma communities. This was the case, for 
example, in Helsinki, where the Hirundo drop-in centre 
provides support to Roma migrants and served both as 
the representative of the local authorities and as one of 
the main stakeholders for the project. Similarly, in Lille, 
the organisation AFEJI – hired by the Lille metropolitan 
area to manage the ‘inclusion villages’ – served as the 
main local stakeholder on behalf of the authorities and 
key partner in the research implementation. However, 
the fieldwork expert in Lille expressed a sense of dis-
appointment in the limited involvement of the local 
authorities. He explains, “elected local politicians do 
not have the time to follow the [project] activities. There 
is a strong commitment to enhance cooperation, but in 
practice the local authorities did not provide financial or 
other types of assistance to [the project], nor did they 
attend the expression group meetings. However, they 
did permit AFEJI to go ahead with the plans”.

Madrid – a member of a local Roma feminist association 
mobilises a group of Roma women to discuss the idea of 
a feminist Roma congress (©FRA)

In Madrid, conflicts between the local Roma associa-
tions ended up influencing the engagement and political 
support of the local authorities. When differences of 
opinion arose between different Roma and pro-Roma 
organisations on the design of a feminist Roma Con-
gress (the local intervention), the City Council grew 
concerned and sought a unanimous decision among all 
the organisations to support the Congress. When con-
sensus could not be reached, the local authorities pulled 
their support for the Congress. As the fieldwork expert 
describes, “the local government delegate did not know 
how to solve the situation and made the mistake of mix-
ing the resolution of the conflict with the future of the 
Congress. She did not want a conflict within the Roma 
organisations of Madrid, and she did not have a clear 
line of support to the realisation of a feminist Congress, 
although she liked the idea”. In this case, participation 
became a political issue, and the swaying political sup-
port of the local authorities jeopardised the outcome of 
the entire local intervention.

Power relations
Power relations between the various local stakehold-
ers must be considered in any social inclusion project 
– not only power relations between the local authori-
ties and local citizens, but also between other local 
actors. The research shows that this plays a role in how 
local actions (interventions, projects, other activities) 
are implemented, and ultimately is a key element in 
determining their success. Processes of engagement 
and the use of participatory action research techniques 
can help to alleviate power asymmetries and allow all 
participants to take part on an equal level in decision 
making and in local activities.

In a number of cases, the power relations between the 
local authorities and the citizens, both Roma and non-
Roma, proved to be barriers to full and equal partici-
pation. This stems from the fact that local authorities 
are naturally in a position of power through their role 
and responsibility towards local citizens, and are used 
to making decisions on behalf of the community. This 
manifested itself on many occasions in the local com-
munity members hesitating to express their views or 
not trying to influence decisions regarding the focus 
and scope of the local interventions and other activi-
ties. For example, in a number of localities, the local 
citizens tended to agree with whatever suggestions 
were made by the local mayor or the NGOs involved in 
the project, without questioning or opposition. In Bes-
ence, where the mayor was a trusted yet dominant 
figure, the local citizens were hesitant at first to express 
their opinions; the mayor made a number of decisions 
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regarding the local interventions on behalf of the com-
munity. Similarly, in Hrabušice, the mayor often took 
decisions on behalf of the Roma families living in the 
segregated neighbourhood, as she had strong ideas 
regarding what improvements were needed. By con-
trast, the Roma living in other more integrated parts of 
the village were more vocal about their views. In Aghia 
Varvara, the Roma participants were used to others 
taking decisions and at first were hesitant to express 
their own views on the situation. In other localities, such 
as Cluj-Napoca, where many Roma have been living in 
severely deprived circumstances for many years and 
power relations are very uneven, it was difficult to try 
to initiate processes of change without support from 
those members of the community who were in a more 
privileged situation. The research experience in Stras-
bourg also highlights that some of the Roma tend to be 
more passive in participation, and that more time would 
be needed to foster greater empowerment.

The research shows that power relations within the 
Roma community are also an important aspect to con-
sider in implementing local projects. Power relations 
between Roma within the community can negatively 
affect overall community cohesion and the commu-
nity’s relationship vis-à-vis the non-Roma community. 
Sometimes few Roma individuals or families may be 
more dominant and possess greater influence than 
others. These tend to be the ‘usual suspects’ when 
engaging with outsiders and often serve as the main 
contact points for projects and other activities that take 
place within the community. They can also favour ‘their’ 
people when engaging in a project. This can potentially 
create additional tension and delay implementation 
of some activities.

For example, in Cluj-Napoca, the local team “had to 
deal with the changing dynamics within each and 
every community, including negotiations on positions 
of leadership and on community representation. These 
were influenced by existing patterns of internal power 
relations, disagreements and even conflicts emerg-
ing from the past. The participation of local people in 
these actions within the [research] project also acted as 

a mechanism that contributed to the permanent recon-
figuration and redefinition of the Roma community, 
both within the community and its relationships with 
the outside world, including the [local] team members”. 
Such was also the case, for example, in Megara, where 
difficulties in reaching certain Roma representatives 
ended up delaying the project implementation, and 
jeopardised the participation of other members of the 
Roma community in the project activities. Mitigation 
measures had to be carefully planned to avoid further 
tension during the project implementation. This meant 
the fieldwork experts and local team had to carefully 
assess with whom they engaged and select contact 
persons within the community taking into consideration 
the various power relations at play.

When participation challenges the status quo concerning 
the decision making within the community and shifts 
the power relations by empowering new individuals or 
groups, tensions may rise further. However, the research 
also shows that participatory techniques that engage 
with broader parts of the Roma community can help to 
address some of these challenges and compensate for 
the negative effects of the redefined intra-community 
power relations. For example, the project created an 
opportunity for participants to design an intervention 
on equal footing in Córdoba, through the development 
of a local Roma integration strategy. This initiative at 
the same time empowered Roma women in Córdoba, 
who were at the heart of the intervention, yet had tra-
ditionally been more marginalised and excluded from 
political decision-making processes. In Lille, the research 
changed the power relations between the Roma families 
participating in the inclusion villages initiative as they 
gradually became more comfortable expressing their 
views through the local expression group sessions. This 
somewhat changed the top-down approach of imple-
menting housing integration measures that had been 
the status quo until the research began. The focus of 
the local intervention in Bologna also helped to even out 
power relations as Roma and Sinti thematic spokesper-
sons were trained and appointed. This was an important 
development for the community, as the spokesperson 
positions did not exist before.

 
Bologna – Roma and Sinti spokespersons were trained and appointed through the local intervention to help bring the needs and 
challenges of the local community to the local authorities (©FRA)
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5   
Implications for designing and 
funding social inclusion actions

The variety of experiences made during the research 
provides insight into how local inclusion actions can be 
better designed, implemented and monitored, as well 
as flagging issues and aspects to be avoided. As such, 
there are a number of lessons learned that can help to 
ensure a better use of resources, whether they come 
from local budgets, national funding allocations, the 
European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF), or 
other sources of financing. While the research project 
is not directly about monitoring the use of funds, or 
evaluating the success or failure of other projects, there 
are some common messages that can be drawn from 
the wide range of the research experiences across the 
21 participating localities.

The research focuses on Roma populations facing social 
exclusion, discrimination and marginalisation. These 
conditions make it particularly useful to apply participa-
tory approaches to help empower local citizens. From 
this perspective, the participatory approach can also 
be replicated in projects dealing with other groups in 
vulnerable situations – such as persons with disabilities, 
children, homeless persons, migrants and refugees – or 
even those targeting a broader audience.

Access to funding
One of the first issues that arose during the research 
implementation concerning projects and funding mech-
anisms was regarding the selection of the localities (see 
Annex I on selection of localities). One of the primary 
selection criteria for the localities was the existence of 
past projects or integration strategies. The rationale 

was that in places where local authorities and other 
local level stakeholders had experience in implement-
ing EU-funded projects in the area of Roma inclusion, 
for example, there would be some administrative and 
substantive capacity to build upon. This would make 
it easier to identify why things had or had not worked 
in the past. However, the research project entered 
into an environment where many smaller municipali-
ties and NGOs working on Roma inclusion had expe-
rienced difficulties in the past in securing funding for 
their work. Sometimes this was due to the requirements 
under the European Structural and Investment Funds 
to have municipalities provide a co-financing contri-
bution to be eligible for receiving funds, which often 
ended up excluding smaller, rural localities in more 
deprived regions. Lack of administrative capacity within 
municipalities to draft grant proposals additionally com-
pounded these problems, diminishing the chances of 
having local integration or other projects funded. Fur-
thermore, in many cases, local level stakeholders “do 
not have access to necessary information distributed at 
national level on the availability of development funds, 
therefore their participation in national and interna-
tional social and professional networks are limited and 
their ability to employ common policy tools is short”, 
as one of the Slovak fieldwork experts explained. In 
other cases, national requirements for access to funding 
also created barriers for smaller municipalities, such as 
Hrabušice and Raktynik in Slovakia, both of which had 
no past experience with EU-funded projects targeting 
Roma inclusion. In Slovakia, access to rural development 
funds was conditional upon having a micro-regional 
strategy in place, and for projects to link to identified 
actions and priorities within these strategies.
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Given the evidence that emerged in the selection phase 
of the research, it was decided to adopt a more flex-
ible approach to the process, and not to place as much 
emphasis on only those localities that had past experi-
ence with various funding sources or a long history 
of project and integration strategy implementation. 
In particular, the selection of such small, rural munici-
palities in deprived areas to take part in the research 
was seen as an opportunity to increase the potential 
of villages and micro-regions to gain access to fund-
ing in the future. This was important given that “the 
concentration of resources in bigger centres instead 
of being dispersed across a number of smaller places 
should create economic acceleration in the neighbour-
ing territories. Based on the implementation of this 
approach, villages the size of Rakytník remained out-
side of the main geographic focus [of the Slovak Part-
nership Agreement 2014-2020 on ’poles of growth’]”, 
according to the Slovak fieldwork expert.

Similarly, in Madrid, the feminist Roma association sup-
ported by the research was a small and marginalised 
group that did not have much experience engaging with 
EU-funded projects in the past. Due to the nature of 
the research, developing a small local intervention with 
this group was a chance to support ideas in a participa-
tory way, beyond reaching out only to larger institu-
tions that tended to have more visibility and access 
to EU-funded projects.

In Pavlikeni, one of the local interventions ended up 
being designed around educational initiatives, because 
through the preliminary needs assessment phase it 
became clear that local educational institutions were 
not able to access funding opportunities provided by 
the Science and Education for Smart Growth national 
operational programme of the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. Neither the staff within the schools 
nor the local municipal administration had the skills or 
experience necessary to prepare a project proposal.

Pavlikeni – the local intervention focused on educational 
initiatives, including supporting participation in early child-
hood education (©FRA)

The problems in access to funding also applied to 
larger cities such as Brno, where the local team saw 
a need to look for alternative funding to test a ‘Housing 
First’14 methodology with different target groups, and 
to implement a larger project to also secure research 
and provision of social services to accompany the 
actual housing component. The research was seen as 
an opportunity to support this effort in the absence of 
other funding mechanisms.

These experiences reveal how strict entry and selec-
tion criteria and complex application processes can bias 
towards or away from certain municipalities, regions 
and often rural areas. The complexity also brings addi-
tional levels of intermediaries into the management and 
implementation of such projects. All this can reinforce 
exclusion and further contribute to rural, disadvan-
taged regions facing challenges in access to funding. 
The research project was therefore an opportunity to 
reach out to rural, disadvantaged areas and provide 

14 ‘Housing First’ is an approach that offers permanent, 
affordable housing as quickly as possible for individuals and 
families experiencing homelessness, and then provides the 
supportive services and connections to the community-
based support people need to keep their housing and avoid 
returning to homelessness. For further details, see the 
Housing First project website. 

 
Hrabušice – in a village with limited access to EU funding for Roma integration activities, one of the research interventions sup-
ported a summer camp for local children, both Roma and non-Roma, to improve community relations (©FRA)

https://endhomelessness.org/resource/housing-first/


Implications for designing and funding social inclusion actions

47

a modest, yet meaningful, amount of resources that had 
positive impacts. Focusing on local engagement and 
small-scale activities through participatory approaches 
could also have potential for larger funding instruments 
if there were explicit criteria to reach out to such areas.

Projects need to be integrated 
into wider Roma integration 
policies
The research points to a need to develop more holistic 
and integrated approaches to Roma inclusion, and for 
projects and interventions to be designed in a way that 
they fit into wider Roma integration and social inclusion 
policies. This means that previous projects, interven-
tions and local policies and strategies should be taken 
into account before new ones are designed. It also sug-
gests that participatory projects should not be imple-
mented just for the sake of community engagement, 
but rather as a process and method to improve on how 
all kinds of local level actions are implemented. Com-
munity participation has tremendous potential to bring 
positive impact in any project that is addressed towards 
Roma. As such, the research did not simply advocate 
for stand-alone participatory projects, but rather to 
integrate participatory approaches into overall Roma 
inclusion processes, building up and joining up with 
other developing projects when possible, and embed-
ding the principles that the project is trying to promote 
into the logic of EU-funded projects. This also implied 
allowing people to test new approaches, to re-think, re-
design, and try multiple ways of doing things until they 
figured out for themselves, together, which initiatives 
work best for them in their local context, even if that 
implied accepting a risk of possible ‘failure’. In many 
instances this was the best way of learning and adjust-
ing to the realities of the local level, in other words, also 
learning from mistakes and improving future efforts. 
Capturing such changes, however, was not always pos-
sible in past EU-funded projects and some fieldwork 
experts commented on the fact that this is generally 
not factored into project monitoring criteria. Many local 
participants in the research actually felt an implicit pres-
sure to report ‘successes’ at the expense of addressing 
the most pressing needs of the communities. This was 
largely the case, for example, in Aghia Varvara, where 
one local participant reflected that “the strict and rigid 
rules and requirements of European Social Fund (ESF) 
projects have made administrative personnel act based 
on ‘what it is eligible’ rather than ‘what we can do to 
make the most of the action’”.

The research also suggests that the active participation 
of municipalities should be foreseen in the national level 
decision-making processes regarding the allocation of 

funds and policies that will have an impact on local 
authorities. This could, in particular, also be relevant 
for national managing authorities and the design of the 
operational programmes for the European Structural 
and Investment Funds at national level.

Some of the research case studies help to illustrate 
this argument. For example, in Spain, the research had 
a strong link to shaping local political agendas. In Cór-
doba, where the research supported a participatory 
development of a local Roma integration strategy, as 
well as in Madrid, where the preparation of a feminist 
Roma congress was supported, the research shows that 
getting Roma issues on the political agenda is a chal-
lenge. Moreover, it is important for projects to coincide 
with existing policies on social inclusion and integration. 
Similar findings from Greece reflect the need for an 
integrated approach. For example, in Aghia Varvara, 
part of the success of the local interventions is due to 
the fact that they were linked to a broader local strat-
egy to promote Roma inclusion. Similarly, in Megara, 
the research shows that integrated interventions are 
needed to simultaneously address drop-out rates from 
education, while also addressing other needs linked 
to the reasons behind these drop-outs. The research 
experience in Brno also shows that addressing hous-
ing needs of vulnerable groups as a first step to social 
inclusion is important, but that these measures should 
be accompanied by additional support services to the 
families in transition, as well as being linked to the 
wider local housing policies.

Time frame of projects
The research provides strong evidence for the need for 
projects and other integration activities to plan suffi-
ciently long timelines in order to implement things prop-
erly and take into account the likely delays that often 
arise due to a variety of reasons. Although the research 
initially set out to allow for three full years of project 
implementation, delays and complications within 
the project management as well as external factors 
affected the timeline of implementation. The fieldwork 
experts in most localities experienced delays beyond 
their control and time was not sufficient to address all 
concerns or to fully implement initially foreseen activi-
ties. This also mirrors experiences with other projects 
and activities beyond this research project. As such, 
the research shows in many ways how timelines tend 
to be overly optimistic, and that projects – in particular 
EU-funded ones – should allow for extended timelines 
of several years in order to achieve more meaningful 
change and tangible results.

The intervention in Bologna reveals further practical 
reasons suggesting a need for inclusion interventions 
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to have sufficiently long timelines. Namely, a particu-
lar problem which was experienced in Bologna was 
that it proved “difficult to reconcile the local authority’s 
pace with the time frame of the project, as [they are] 
structurally used to devoting large amounts of time 
to projects, including small practical steps, while the 
[project’s] objectives and limited time frame required 
a much faster pace”, as the Italian fieldwork expert 
reflected. She said that as a result, “most of time was 
spent in the practical implementation of the local 
intervention, mainly due to the structural slowness of 
bureaucratic processes, while not enough time was left 
for in-depth monitoring of people’s experiences about 
the local action itself, let alone assessing its impact 
on interpersonal relationships within the community”. 
Allowing for longer time frames for projects can help 
project designers and implementers to pre-empt and 
better prepare for such circumstances, as well as allow-
ing for enough time to get all relevant stakeholders up 
to date on the project aims and methodologies. This 
observation is particularly relevant in the context of 
projects envisioning a participatory approach, as they 
involve a large number of stakeholders throughout the 
design, implementation and monitoring of the activities. 
This however gives rise to certain challenges regarding 
the time needed to contact these stakeholders and, in 
particular, ensure their support and proactive participa-
tion in the project. The broader the group of partners, 
the greater the risk of delays.

The intervention in Strasbourg further indicates that 
the requirement to achieve and maintain a participa-
tory methodology in the design, implementation as 
well as in the monitoring of projects is more compat-
ible with longer project time frames. Similarly to the 
findings in Bologna, one of the defining parameters 
behind this observation is the presence of many differ-
ent stakeholders, as ensuring their ‘real’ participation 
at all stages of the project is a step by step process, 
which “includes the time and the availability to set up 
meetings and a common way to foresee the organiza-
tion of the activities. It also takes time (and diplomacy) 
to adjust all stakeholders’ schedules and constraints,” 
a fieldwork expert from France explained.

In Aiud, the fieldwork expert reflected that “the main 
methodological limitations of PAR arose from the fact 
that most of the methods are very time-consuming. 
The limited time span of the project and the constrained 
budget did not allow for long-lasting presence of the 
team in the locality, which would be necessary to make 
full use of the advantages of the PAR methods”.

The project in Lille suggests a further reason why suf-
ficiently long time frames are needed for participatory-
based interventions. Sometimes a shift in attitude is 

required in relation to participation. In Lille, “for the first 
6 months, eighty percent of the subjects were material 
demands: internet access, television, fence, furniture, 
etc. Only gradually did the meetings begin to include 
other types of demands, demands regarding the rules 
of integration. After the training financed by the project, 
the subjects changed: People started to talk about their 
past, about the way they were living before, in camps, 
in Romania. In other meetings, they were able to talk 
about the education of their children, or about discrimi-
nation in France,” the fieldwork expert describes.

In some localities, the fieldwork experts identified an 
additional challenge in relation to time frames of pro-
jects: namely, that projects that are typically funded 
by ESIF or national governments do not usually have 
long enough time frames to form a proactive local 
community (in Hrabušice) or to properly implement 
PAR methodologies (in Brno). In Hrabušice, for exam-
ple, consultations with experienced NGO profession-
als hinted towards the need for “at least five years to 
form a functional and proactive community”, which is 
a timeframe that is not typically supported by public 
sources or private donors, irrespective of the available 
resources. Similarly, in Mátraverebély, the fieldwork 
expert also hinted towards the need for a comparable 
time frame – namely three to five years – for the neces-
sary stability to be provided for interventions such as 
those implemented during the research project.

Need for flexibility in project 
design and implementation
A key trend emerging from the research is a widespread 
sense of frustration with the European Structural and 
Investment Funds, in particular, the lack of flexibility 
in their design and reporting requirements and a his-
tory of those implementing projects not being able or 
ready to react to changing needs on the ground. Many 
fieldwork experts and local stakeholders expressed dis-
satisfaction over the inflexibility of past projects that 
they had participated in. This frustration manifested 
itself in the early phases of the research, as FRA had to 
explain to the local teams that the project was not, in 
fact, an EU-funded project as they knew and were used 
to, and the project was not a grant, but rather research 
on the drivers of and barriers to inclusion at the local 
level. It was also necessary to explain that PAR meth-
odology intended to support actions to facilitate the 
process of engagement and learning about what those 
challenges are. The ‘action’ in the participatory action 
research was often perceived by the local communities 
as a small-scale ad hoc community-based project, but 
for the research it was a tool to help understand the 
processes behind local inclusion.
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Most local teams needed additional time and clarification 
regarding the local fund, which was set up to finance 
the actions (i.e. ‘local interventions’) under the action 
research. Because the actual local interventions them-
selves were seen by the research as a tool for under-
standing local inclusion, how the money was spent and 
the reporting on the spending was a secondary concern. 
This allowed the research project to apply a much greater 
degree of flexibility in terms of how the local budgets 
were planned and executed – contrary to most EU-funded 
projects, which have strict requirements for project 
design, spending and reporting. As such, the project 
was able to adjust to changing situations in the localities, 
allowing for flexibility to change the local intervention 
ideas mid-way through implementation and re-design 
and adapt where it was deemed necessary, relevant or 
meaningful. The challenges that were faced in reach-
ing this point, however, reflect a much broader sense of 
frustration with the perceived lack of flexibility of most 
EU-funded projects, and the difficulty in balancing the 
need for accountability to donors with the required flex-
ibility to produce meaningful change on the ground.

Perhaps one of the greatest risks in the research 
approach, but also one of the factors that facilitated 
successful initiatives, was this degree of flexibility 
and openness in the research and project design. The 
nature of PAR methodology is that the process is based 
on a constant cycle of planning, implementing, assess-
ing and re-designing. As such, when the local context 
changes, when blockages in progress arise, the meth-
odology allows for the participants to change course and 
re-design the interventions. They are not locked into 
struggling to achieve pre-defined desired outcomes that 
may no longer make sense or even be feasible after local 
circumstances change. Many events can affect the possi-
bility to continue a project: a change in political leadership 
after elections, which makes implementation of certain 
activities come to a halt; a key local figure dropping out 
of the project activities and consequent difficulties in 
finding a replacement; a change in national legislation 
that makes certain activities impossible; or a number of 
other factors both internal and external to the project 
at hand. Allowing for a flexible approach to projects can 
help to overcome these barriers and redesign activities 
so that it is still possible to achieve meaningful and tan-
gible results. This element of flexibility is a key finding 
in nearly all of the localities across the 11 participating 
Member States. While the flexible approach of PAR and 
the research ‘logic’ was at first not always easy to grasp 
for local participants, it ended up being one of the most 
valued aspects of the project in hindsight.

For example, in Aghia Varvara, the cyclical nature of 
PAR was viewed as an important factor of success of 
the local interventions. The fieldwork expert explained 
that “[t]he flexibility of [the research] in changing its 

orientation based on the findings of each research stage 
was a key factor for finally implementing an interven-
tion which focused on a real need of the municipality. If 
the intervention had had to be implemented in less time 
and the [research] project had obliged participants to 
strictly follow the ‘project proposal’ as originally envis-
aged, the outcome would not have been the same and 
the intervention may not have supported the current 
and ongoing needs of the municipality”.

Similarly, the fieldwork expert in Madrid felt that “FRA’s 
flexibility to accept all the delays and changes in Madrid 
was an important but risky idea, which was one of the 
key aspects that made the intervention a success”. 
This was particularly important given that during the 
research implementation period in Madrid, there were 
a number of delays due to fluctuating relations with 
the local authorities. This led to some revisions of the 
project ideas, which were very different from the ini-
tial plans. As the local team reflected, “[p]articipation 
should be taken seriously: if people and organisations 
are asked what they want, one should be willing to deal 
with it.The real participation always surpasses its initial 
objectives. A fact that becomes problematic when deal-
ing with projects that have a fixed frame and deadlines”. 
As such, the research initiatives in Madrid were only 
possible in the end as a result of the flexibility allowed 
under the project. Moreover, the need for adjustable 
project frames and deadlines is further reflected in the 
fact that, over the course of the local intervention in 
Madrid, there was an important increase in the level 
of participation – which surpassed original expecta-
tions. As the fieldwork expert reflected, “a few months 
passed without making progress, and when an interest-
ing project was initiated it was completely different and 
far more ambitious than what was initially planned for”.

Similarly, in other localities, the interventions needed to 
be altered in response to changing political situations and 
the backing of local authorities. For example, in Córdoba, 
a change in the local government caused delays to the 
initially foreseen research timeline. After several months 
of inaction, there were concerns that the project could 
not continue. However, as the project was able to adapt 
to changing circumstances, the situation was reassessed 
by the local team and a revised plan was developed.

In Helsinki, the research process allowed for a number 
of changes along the way. The local team embraced 
this opportunity, reflecting that “the core issue with 
participatory projects is to be responsive to local needs. 
The success of such projects also depends on the pos-
sibility to flexibly implement the project and allocate 
the resources across the various and changing needs. 
Therefore, PAR projects can also succeed if the donor 
is open to flexible processes and if the implementing 
body dares to make changes when needed.”
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Lessons learned from Lille revealed that integration pol-
icies designed in a gradual and iterative manner allow 
for the possibility of adjusting programmes as new 
developments or needs arise, which can bring better 
results. “A concrete example of this was the decision to 
extend the scope of the research project from Lezennes 
to all seven of the municipalities in the Lille Metropoli-
tan area which set up ’inclusion villages’. Readjustments 
to the scope of the project were possible thanks to the 
cyclical and iterative nature of PAR. The possibility to 
re-plan and adjust projects during their implementation 
has particular benefits for projects concerning Roma 
integration, given the historical ‘distance’ which exists 
between Roma communities and project managers”, 
the fieldwork expert explained.

Similarly, in both Hungarian localities the value of small-
scale community-based projects was valued as they 
can be implemented in a step-by-step way that also 
allows for flexibility in terms of adjusting the activi-
ties over time. In particular where the interventions 
linked to local development objectives (i.e. addressing 
socio-economic development concerns at the same 
time as trying to promote social inclusion), it was felt 
that such small-scale community projects could have 
longer lasting impact on community development. As 
the fieldwork expert in Besence describes, “any devel-
opment project that aims at stimulating local growth in 
an effective way in the long term has to be completed 
based on a step-by-step methodology running a series 
of local, small-scale projects in a row and employing 
sensitive and flexible project frameworks to avoid 
the phenomenon of ‘indicatorism’ that focuses on the 
project-based, measurable indicators rather than on 
meeting real development problems and improving the 
lives of the local target groups”. Similarly, in Mátraver-
ebély, the fieldwork expert reflected on the research 
process as giving an opportunity to make necessary 
changes in the implementation and to allow for flexibil-
ity and openness, to manage unforeseen occurrences 
and to learn from mistakes, without an over-reliance 
on indicators as other projects often have. Under the 

research some local teams felt “it was possible to be 
honest about what did or did not work, which can be 
built on in the future. Perfectly planned and managed 
human development interventions within contexts of 
acute poverty are just not realistic”. While indicators 
and measurement of project results are a crucial part of 
any intervention, monitoring and evaluation processes 
could also try to integrate indicators that capture not 
just outcomes but also processes, in the use of partici-
patory approaches and a degree of flexibility to adjust 
to local realities.

Embedding participatory 
approaches in project design
The research shows that in many cases, local projects 
and integration actions can benefit from deeper and 
more meaningful forms of participation. This means that 
local Roma and non-Roma communities can contribute 
in substantive ways to decision making and are able to 
participate on a more equal level with others. This can 
lead to better integration and social inclusion outcomes, 
meaning better project design, smoother implemen-
tation, and more successful outcomes, i.e. change on 
the ground. Ultimately, this contributes to a better use 
of time, human and financial resources. Participation 
measures should also be integrated as core milestones 
into overall projects.

Despite the challenges in the implementation of the 
research, many of the local teams reflect positively on 
the overall experience after the project was completed, 
and in particular value the participatory approach of 
the research process. One fieldwork expert from Fin-
land explained “the challenge is that funding structures 
and incentives are generally designed for interven-
tions with short timelines, linear trajectories and clear 
and measurable outcomes. Participatory projects are 
characterised by unpredictability, but their outcomes 
more realistically reflect the complex factors that 

 
Helsinki – the local team convenes a women’s group in an informal setting to discuss the issues and challenges they face in 
their daily lives and come up with ideas for project activities to help address income generation (©FRA)
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come into play during implementation. Funding struc-
tures should be designed so they can accommodate 
actual participatory projects”.

A number of local teams were of the opinion that pro-
jects should be able to adjust to the situation on the 
ground. This was the case in Strasbourg, where the local 
fieldwork expert felt that “[Projects] are confronted 
with realities that don’t always fit with the initial goals. 
It is difficult to apply a project exactly as it was written. 
The experts on the ground should take into account 
that changes are possible in order to find compromises 
with human and material realities”. In this case it was 
considered beneficial to plan and implement every 
phase of the project in a participatory way by explain-
ing the ‘ins’ and ‘outs’ to all stakeholders, including 
to the beneficiaries.

Although a number of the local teams voiced praise and 
support for participatory approaches, and the need for 
such to be applied to other projects, many also acknowl-
edge the limited scope of the research. With limited 
funding and the small-scale nature of the local inter-
ventions, the research was able to create meaningful 
results for some local communities. But up-scaling could 
be a challenge. As one fieldwork expert in Spain noted, 
“[the project] is a well-designed and interesting project, 
but modest compared to the enormous problems of the 
Roma community in Europe. A clear political will and 
adequate funding for better results is necessary. [This 
research] could be a different way of working with the 
Roma population. It is important to change the method 
of work, in line with [the project]”.

Not all the local teams are optimistic about participa-
tory approaches being used on a larger scale within 

the framework of the European Structural and Invest-
ment Funds. Only nine of the 21 fieldwork experts feel 
that PAR could actually be integrated into EU-funded 
projects, and only eight feel that it could be applied in 
the context of projects with other vulnerable groups. 
This, however, may be linked to the general sense of 
pessimism regarding the EU funds, and not necessarily 
a reflection on the usefulness and meaningful appli-
cation of participatory approaches. As PAR involves 
a  broad range of techniques, the methodology is 
flexible in terms of the extent to which participatory 
approaches can be applied.

In some cases the research process did lead to more 
sustainable results, including inspiring working mod-
els of cooperation and integration of participatory 
approaches into the work of the local authorities. For 
example, in Córdoba, one of the impacts of the research 
is to continue using some of the participatory tech-
niques, such as the roundtables and workshops organ-
ised under the project, in the continuation of the work 
of the local authorities. The “City Council has recently 
awarded a grant of € 12,000 to implement activities 
to promote Roma inclusion with the participation of all 
relevant stakeholders (most of them active within [the 
project]), regardless of whether actual funding for the 
Roma strategy is secured or not”, the local fieldwork 
expert said. This suggests positive longer-term impacts 
of introducing participatory approaches to Roma inclu-
sion efforts, and more sustainable outcomes of future 
projects and activities. In this way the research’s ‘logic’ 
helps to put in place a different way of working with 
the Roma population and a change in the methods of 
work for the local authorities.
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Conclusions
This project marks the first time the European Union 
Agency for Fundamental Rights was directly involved 
in local inclusion actions. The local activities show mod-
est but concrete ways in which the fundamental rights 
of Roma can be protected, respected and promoted in 
practice – for example, through the local interventions 
to address the rights to access education, employment, 
healthcare, housing and the right to non-discrimination. 
Underlying the whole research process was the prin-
ciple of participation as a critical element of a funda-
mental rights-based approach to local level inclusion.

Although the objective of this research is not to bring 
about change per se, its implementation contributes 
to building-up the capacity of local actors in the locali-
ties where it was implemented. A direct result of the 
research process is facilitating modes of cooperation 
and engagement between local authorities and Roma 
communities, in many cases where such interactions 
were not established before. People learned how to 
express their needs and work together to find joint 
solutions to local level integration challenges. In this 
sense, even experiences of trial and error throughout 
the research process to achieve cooperation between 
local authorities, Roma and other residents are valuable 
experiences that shed light on the complexities and 
difficulties of local level inclusion efforts. The varied 
experiences across the 11 EU Member States with dif-
ferent local situations and very heterogeneous Roma 
populations reveal important insights into the opportu-
nities, shortcomings and challenges, and can be valu-
able in terms of lessons learned. While the findings of 
the research are specific to the 21 participating localities, 
there are elements of the participatory approach that 
could be applied to other local contexts, and the les-
sons learned can be relevant for Roma inclusion efforts 
across the EU. Furthermore, while this research happens 
to focus on Roma, its approach and methodology could 
easily be replicated with other groups in vulernable situ-
ations and in other settings.

Importantly, the research highlights the importance of 
acknowledging and learning from successes and fail-
ures. Promising practices are often the focus of efforts 
to increase the positive impact of projects and policies. 
But simply sharing best practices in hopes of replicating 
and up-scaling them at a national level is not sufficient 
to achieve progress. Context matters, and simply rep-
licating one successful project in another locality with 
very different conditions will not guarantee another 
success. If there is to be real change on the ground in 
the situation of Roma, it is essential to understand the 
elements of success, so that parts of those processes 
can be transferred into other contexts, even when the 

local conditions vary widely. Similarly, it is important 
to acknowledge the various types of challenges that 
each project or policy faces in its implementation, 
whether they are financing gaps, community-level 
tensions, communication issues or even manage-
ment related problems. Learning from attempts that 
have not necessarily worked out as initially planned 
is critical to better designing future projects, policies 
and approaches to Roma inclusion. Furthermore, being 
honest and open about challenges is often lacking, 
which can hinder constructively searching for ways to 
overcome these and readjust actions in response to 
failures. Success cannot be achieved until failure is also 
acknowledged and overcome.

The research reveals a wealth of knowledge about social 
inclusion and Roma integration in practice. As many of 
the individual locality studies highlight, meaningful and 
tangible change can be achieved, local communities 
can be empowered and local authorities can become 
more responsible and effective in working to protect 
and promote the rights of their local citizens. Moreover, 
the research shows that participatory processes that 
empower local citizens to engage in decision-making 
processes can be an important tool in social inclusion 
processes. Understanding the complexities of social 
inclusion and exclusion can help to contextualise other 
existing data and serve as a first step towards address-
ing the real problems on the ground.

Ultimately, the research also helps to shed light on the 
notion of participation and what it means in practice. 
First, facilitating processes of meaningful and genuine 
participation of Roma communities can lead to better 
integration outcomes. The form and nature of participa-
tion can vary, from lighter to deeper participation tech-
niques. Deeper forms of participation have the potential 
to result in better outcomes, so long as participation 
is perceived by the communities as meaningful, their 
sense of ownership over the local projects and integra-
tion processes will usually increase, and people will be 
more invested in seeing positive outcomes.

Second, the research explored when participation works 
well and how participation can be successfully sup-
ported. The experiences across many localities shows 
that participation works best when certain conditions 
are fulfilled. Importantly, where relationships of trust 
are established and when all sides are willing to coop-
erate and listen to each other’s concerns, needs and 
wishes, more collaborative participation can take place. 
Participation also works better when there is flexibil-
ity in the project interventions for making adjustments 
according to the local needs and local reality.

Third, the research reveals interesting findings regard-
ing when participation does not work so well, and 
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the factors that should be taken into account that can 
jeopardise meaningful participation. A lack of tangible 
outcomes and concrete benefit to the communities 
involved can make people lose their motivation to par-
ticipate or even rule out participation before an activity 
is set to begin. Community-level tensions – whether 
within the Roma communities or between Roma and 
non-Roma – can also undermine processes of engage-
ment and cause delays in the implementation of project 
activities. Short timelines that do not allow for prepar-
ing people and building their capacity to participate or 
address power relations within the community that are 
critically linked to participation can also hinder positive 
outcomes of any initiatives. Lack of flexibility in the 

design and objectives of projects or strategies can also 
limit progress and undermine participation.

Finally, the research shows that a number of positive 
outcomes can result from participation and engage-
ment with Roma, as highlighted in the individual locality 
case studies. Ultimately, when processes of participa-
tion are supported, municipalities can benefit from bet-
ter designed projects and policies, better integration 
outcomes, better use of financial, human and other 
resources, and greater community cohesion. Such par-
ticipatory processes are key to treating people with 
dignity and respect, and in promoting a fundamental-
rights based approach to social inclusion.
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Annex I: Project methodology and technical 
notes
Participatory action research
The overall research design was developed by FRA and 
the fieldwork was carried out under contract by a con-
sortium comprised of the following partners: ICF Inter-
national, Bolt International Consulting, and the Budapest 
Institute for Policy Analysis. The consortium employed 
fieldwork experts to implement the research activities 
at local level, who were also responsible for putting 
together a ‘Local Team’ which organised and imple-
mented activities. The local teams often included co-
researchers from the Roma communities and in some 
cases also representatives of the local authorities. The 
local teams were responsible for selecting the specific 
PAR techniques to apply in each locality, and to adapt 
PAR to the specificities of each local situation. FRA staff 
followed the research in all localities to ensure quality 
control and make adjustments, when necessary. The 
analysis presented in this report has been carried out 
by FRA on the basis of the research outputs, including 
field notes, submitted by the fieldwork experts and 
the implementing consortium.

Participatory action research methodology has been 
used to study organisational change, issues in education 
and healthcare, as well as community development at 
least since 1946, when Kurt Lewin argued that “research 
that produces nothing but books will not suffice”.15 There 
is also some academic research on Roma inclusion that 
applies similar methodologies,16 as well as work by civil 
society, such as the Save the Children project LYRA in 
the Western Balkans,17 but this is the first time an EU 
agency applied this methodology. It was also chosen 
as the best way to study processes at local level, the 
space where policies are implemented and where funds 
are invested successfully or not.18

15 Lewin, K. (1946), ‘Action research and minority problems’, 
Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 2, No. 4, pp. 34-46. 

16 Málovics, G., Mihók, B., Szeentistványi, I., Balázs, B., Pataki, 
G. (2012), ‘Participatory Action Research for local human 
rights: the case of Roma Minority in Szeged, South-Hungary’ 
in: Renn, O., Reichel, A., Bauer, J. (eds.), Civil society for 
sustainability – a guidebook for connecting science and 
society, Bremen, Europäischer Hochschulverlag, pp. 149-170; 
Ryder, A., Greenfields, M., Roads to Success – Economic and 
social inclusion for gypsies and travellers.

17 Save the Children (2014), ‘LYRA – young Roma in action’, 8 
April 2014.

18 European Commission (2017), Commission staff working 
Document Roma integration indicators scoreboard 
(2011-2016) (SWD(2017) 286 final/2, 15 November 2017) 
accompanying the document COM(2017) 458 final - Midterm 
review of the EU framework for national Roma integration 
strategies.

In the project, specific PAR techniques were chosen 
adapted to the needs and particularities of each locality. 
This allowed researchers, fieldwork experts facilitating 
the project, and local participants to develop a sense of 
ownership over the project’s activities and results, in 
line with the underlying philosophy of PAR that research 
should be ‘with’ people and not ‘on’ or ‘for’ them and in 
an effort to “make sense of the world through efforts 
to transform it, as opposed to simply studying human 
behaviour and views about reality”.19 Participants in 
the local PAR activities included a wide range of stake-
holders, such as local authority representatives, social 
workers, Roma and non-Roma community members, 
mediators, civil society organisations, teachers and 
other school staff, and others. Depending on the activi-
ties, different actors were involved, but always with 
a goal to keep activities as participatory as possible. 
The fieldwork experts kept an overview of the partici-
pants in all activities, and together with the local team 
decided who would participate where.

As the project methodology is based on participatory 
action research, the “action” component of it is concep-
tualised in the form of a small-scale local intervention.20 
These interventions are intended as a research tool to 
generate information on the processes of Roma inte-
gration at local level, the challenges that emerge and 
how they can be overcome. The local interventions, 
however, serve a dual purpose. Seen from the perspec-
tive of the community, the small-scale ad hoc local pro-
jects (the ‘local interventions’) are the main purpose 
and benefit of the research. Seen from a research and 
evidence-based policymaking perspective, the local 
interventions are the research tools applied to generate 
the evidence on the entire process of local level Roma 
integration efforts – how they can succeed, and what 
creates blockages in successfully implementing them 
and achieving desired outcomes. They reveal impor-
tant information regarding how participation works in 
practice and what elements are needed to facilitate 
participation – including the need to build trust between 
parties involved, being clear and transparent, and tak-
ing into account community relations and how projects 
can affect these dynamics. The interventions also shed 
light on many of the challenges to implementing social 

19 Chevalier, J. M., Buckle, D. J. (2013), Participatory Action 
Research: Theory and Methods for Engaged Inquiry, London, 
Routledge.

20 For further details on the individual interventions, see the 
website of the Local Engagement for Roma Inclusion Project.

https://www.gypsy-traveller.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/roads_to_success.pdf
https://www.gypsy-traveller.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/roads_to_success.pdf
https://nwb.savethechildren.net/news/lyra--young-roma-action.
http://fra.europa.eu/en/project/2015/local-engagement-roma-inclusion-leri-multi-annual-roma-programme
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inclusion projects for and with Roma, in particular where 
participatory methods are envisaged. In the research, 
the local participants were given the freedom to come 
up with whatever ideas they felt were most meaning-
ful to them, then implement them together, and with 
the support of the fieldwork experts facilitating the 
research, they recorded all the stages of the process of 
implementation. An overview of the needs identified 
and local interventions and activities per locality can 
be found in Annex III.

Figure 4 illustrates the overall intervention logic, outlin-
ing the European, national and local context, the prob-
lems to be addressed, the objectives, resources that 
were available, planned activities involved, outputs 
expected to be generated by the activities, the short and 
medium-term outcomes, as well as the desired impacts.

Within this overall logical framework, the project was 
implemented incrementally in stages. These started 
with a preparatory phase, followed by designing the 
participatory action research techniques and applying 
them in order to develop local project plans, agree on, 
design and implement local interventions, and ensure 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation. Depending on the 
locality, different PAR techniques were applied. In some, 
levels of participation remained at the level of inten-
sive consultation and did not involve all stakeholders 
at every stage. In others, participants were engaged 
in all stages of the research. The project had to invest 
considerable time and effort to build-up the capacity 
of participants, so that they could act as real and equal 
partners with local administrations in designing and 
implementing social inclusion activities. This was also 
crucial in order to guarantee the sustainability of the 
actions, even beyond the formal end of the project.

Figure 4: The project’s intervention logic

Context
• Roma are the EU’s largest minority
• Many Roma still face disadvantages in access to education, employment, housing and health
• Discrimination and anti-Gypsyism are persistent concerns which further social exclusion
• EU has put in place a framework for national Roma integration strategies until 2020

Risks
• Facilitating PAR techniques may require additional training and capacity building
• Projects may risk failure or lack of sustainability without some form of political commitment from local authorities
• Interventions may risk delays or not deliver on expected outcomes without highly committed individuals and organisations
• A lack of human capacity or sufficient financial resources may put activities at risk
• Sustained participation may be jeopardised if sufficient time and effort are not invested to engage the community
• Lack of incentives may result in low participation rates of local community members in activities

Objectives
Identify what 
works and what 
does not work for 
Roma inclusion 
measures at the 
local level;
Generate evidence 
on the entire 
process of local 
level Roma 
integration efforts;
Facilitate the 
participation of 
communities in 
inclusion efforts;
Establish whether 
increased 
participation 
of community 
members in local 
level efforts can 
lead to better 
integration 
outcomes

Inputs
Financial 
resources: Overall 
project budget 
(Framework 
Contract), including 
Local LERI fund 
for interventions 
(10,000 EUR per 
locality)
Human resources:
-  FRA project 

team oversee-
ing overall 
implementation

-  Contracted 
external 
provider (a 
consortium of 
three partners, 
fieldwork 
experts and 22 
local teams)

Outputs
Selection of 22 localities
Locality factsheets and case 
studies
Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) based needs assessment
Local Project Plans (LPPs) 
describing methods and 
activities to be implemented
Participatory design of local 
interventions
Reports on implementation of 
LPPs and local interventions
Capacity building activities
Bi-weekly Monitoring Reports 
on fieldwork implementation
Final evaluation meetings 
in localities Identification of 
lessons learned
Comparative analysis and 
reports
Audio-visual and 
communications materials

Outcomes
Small-scale 
interventions 
in 21 localities 
completed
Increased 
capacity of local 
communities to 
implement social 
inclusion activities
Increased 
engagement 
and cooperation 
between public 
authorities, local 
stakeholders and 
residents (Roma 
and non-Roma)
Better 
understanding of 
the dynamics of 
local level social 
inclusion – what 
works and what 
does not work

Impacts
Social inclusion 
activities achieve 
better results 
and impacts 
through increased 
participation
Improvements 
in access to 
education, housing, 
employment, 
health and other 
areas
Increased 
awareness 
among non-Roma 
citizens and local 
authorities about 
the situation of 
Roma

Source: FRA, Local Engagement for Roma Inclusion project, 2018
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Figure 5: The research process

 Preparatory stage - Selection of localities
The 11 EU countries and 22 localities* represent a mix of social inclusion issues and various Roma population groups. Within the 
countries, localities were selected which fulfilled certain criteria, such as having a past or current local Roma inclusion plan and 
prior experience in implementing local Roma inclusion projects, local authorities demonstrating openness and motivation to 
cooperate with the project, as well as having a network of partners for future cooperation.
(1 month – early 2014)

 Preparatory stage - Mapping stakeholders and their inclusion activities
The preparatory stage included a mapping of local stakeholders. This included local authorities and public services, the Roma 
community (e.g. presence of different Roma groups or communities, Roma mediators, local Roma associations, local leaders 
and representatives), civil society actors working with and/or within Roma communities, and other relevant actors, e.g. local 
businesses, etc.
(3 months – early 2014)

Fieldwork research stage 1
 Feasibility study

FRA together with the contractor and fieldwork experts selected a ‘Local Team’, usually consisting of the project’s local fieldwork 
expert(s) responsible for coordinating and facilitating the research and documenting all processes, as well as Roma from the local 
community who acted as co-researchers and, in certain cases, local authority representatives.
The Local Team carried out a feasibility study mapping the socio-economic and fundamental rights situation of Roma in the 
locality, past integration projects and local level strategies or action plans, as well as involvement of the locality in ongoing 
and future projects. This included an ex ante identification of the main challenges facing the Roma community with regard to 
education, employment, healthcare, housing, infrastructure and issues of discrimination or local conflicts.
The outcome of this feasibility study was discussed during the initial meetings with mayors and local public services, as well as 
local stakeholders, including members of the Roma communities, local NGOs and other actors, which served to communicate to 
all local project participants the objectives and methodology of the project.
(4 months – mid 2014)

Fieldwork research stage 2
 Developing a Local Project Plan (LPP)

The Local Team, based on the feasibility study and initial discussions with local stakeholders, developed a local project plan (LPP), 
which outlined in detail how participatory action research techniques would be applied to validate the needs identified in the 
feasibility study and suggest potential responses. The LPPs also detailed community activation activities that were foreseen to 
be necessary to facilitate people’s participation. The LPP was intended to be a working plan that would be regularly updated and 
revised throughout the project implementation. Later on in the research process, the LPPs were updated to include plans for the 
local interventions.
(4 months – mid-end 2014)

 PAR Needs Assessment
The Local Teams began implementing the LPPs, including envisaged PAR techniques to verify the needs and challenges identified 
in the feasibility study. At the end of the PAR needs assessment, consensus was built among the local stakeholders regarding 
the main issues facing the community and ideas emerged regarding how they could tackle them. Proposals were developed 
through a participatory process for small-scale local interventions that the research could implement as the “action” component 
of the PAR research. In most cases the local interventions were small-scale projects that the local Roma participants considered 
meaningful and important. The LPPs were subsequently revised to include the plans for implementing the local interventions.
(6 months – early 2015)

Fieldwork research stage 3
 Implementation of local interventions

Local Teams implemented the local interventions agreed on by the community participants and local authorities. Implementation 
at times required re-adjusting or re-designing the interventions. The project provided a small ‘local fund’ of approximately 
€ 10,000 for financing these local interventions in each locality.
(mid-2015 through end of 2016)

 Monitoring and evaluation of fieldwork implementation
Local Teams monitored the implementation throughout the process. Monitoring notes were submitted to FRA every two weeks. 
At the end of the local interventions, most Local Teams organised a participatory evaluation session with local stakeholders to 
reflect on the participatory research process and their views on the local intervention results. Fieldwork experts also responded 
to a FRA questionnaire reflecting on the PAR process and the project implementation at local level, including lessons learned and 
their recommendations for future such projects.
(mid-2015 through end of 2016)

 Analysis and communication of results
The process of designing and implementing the local interventions, as well as their outcomes, were analysed by the Local 
Teams in case studies, which included recommendations about the process of engagement with local communities, participatory 
methods and reflections on the implementation of local strategies and projects for Roma integration as a whole. The Local 
Project Plans, information on the localities and the project, as well as audio-visual material such as locality videos and photos are 
available on FRA’s website.
(2017)

Source: FRA, 2018
*  22 localities were initially foreseen for the research, but due to the drop-out of a fieldwork expert and other local cir-

cumstances, one of the localities had to be dropped from the project. The research was finalised in 21 localities across 
11 Member States.

http://fra.europa.eu/en/project/2015/local-engagement-roma-inclusion-leri-multi-annual-roma-programme
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The variety of approaches to implementing participatory 
projects at the local level, and in adapting the method 
to the diversity of local situations, is best seen in the 
distinction between PAR light and PAR deep techniques. 
PAR light only implements some elements of participa-
tion and does not necessarily involve all affected people 
at all stages of the project. PAR light techniques tend to 
involve participants in a selective consultation process. 
In contrast, PAR deep implies a longer timeline and more 
complex forms of engagement, as participants take part 
in all stages of the research, from the development of 
research questions to the evaluation of findings.

The option to select among PAR light or PAR deep 
techniques was given to the local teams and fieldwork 
experts implementing the project. The reason for this 
was to allow for the adaptation of activities and inter-
ventions most appropriate to the local dynamics, needs 
and characteristics of the localities.

Selection of localities and 
countries covered
The research was carried out in 21 localities in 11 EU 
Member States. Initially 22 localities – two per Mem-
ber State  – were covered. The Member States covered 
included: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Finland, France, 
Greece, Hungary, Italy, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, and 
the United Kingdom.

After the pilot phase, several localities had to be 
changed, due to a number of circumstances. In France, 
the selected locality of Grenoble was changed due to 
the inability of the fieldwork expert to continue and the 
lack of a replacement expert. In Greece, the selected 
locality of Ampelokipi-Menemeni was changed after 
an initial field visit of FRA and the national fieldwork 
experts to the local authority. The visit revealed high 
levels of tension between the local stakeholders and 
the local authorities, which rendered problematic 

cooperation between the various counterparts. After 
the visit, the local authority formally withdrew its par-
ticipation in the project. As these conditions were not 
conducive to the engagement methodologies foreseen 
through the participatory action research, a new locality 
was selected in its place. In early 2016, Glasgow was 
dropped from the research, due to the inability of the 
fieldwork expert to continue project implementation 
and the lack of a replacement expert. The research was 
completed in the remaining 21 localities as planned.

Table 2 gives an overview of localities covered per 
Member State, including changes in locality selection.

A multi-stage approach was used to select the research 
localities. The first stage aimed to create a ‘short list’ 
from 342 localities identified as possible sites for the 
implementation of the research project. The long list 
was made up of 282 localities across nine Member 
States (BG, CZ, EL, ES, FR, HU, IT, RO, SK) initially identi-
fied; these were drawn from the primary sampling units 
that had been used in FRA’s 2011 Roma survey and were 
known to be localities with a sizeable Roma population. 
In addition to these, 60 additional localities were added 
by the national fieldwork experts, including 10 localities 
each in both Finland and in the United Kingdom, and 40 
localities in the other nine Member States.

In a second stage, localities were evaluated on the basis 
of exclusion criteria. Localities that did not have prior 
experience in implementing local projects in the fields 
of education, employment, housing and/or health were 
excluded. Localities with existing or pre-existing pro-
jects addressing business initiatives, poverty reduction, 
infrastructure works to limit polarisation and marginali-
sation, or open access to public services were all consid-
ered. This was understood as a necessary condition for 
the research to take place, due to the overall objectives 
of the research trying to better understand what works 
or does not work for local inclusion actions. Localities’ 
previous experience with projects suggests a sufficient 

Table 1: Examples of PAR light and PAR deep techniques

Participatory Action Research techniques

PAR light PAR deep

Interviews
Focus groups
Surveys
Public hearings
Visioning sessions
Charrettes
Citizens’ councils or juries
Consensus conferences
Research advisory boards
Peers as researcher staff

Peers as co-researchers
Forum theatre
Legislative theatre
Participatory video
Photo voice

Source: FRA, 2018
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capacity and willingness to implement Roma integra-
tion activities and would allow the research to further 
identify, focus on and intervene in existing practices 
and guide them in a sustainable manner by means 
of PAR methodology.

The short-listed localities were then assessed against 
three criteria, with the aim of identifying the localities 
with the following traits:

 n Having a  past or current local integration strat-
egy (either targeted specifically towards Roma or 
mainstream measures that include Roma, as well 
as indicating whether financial commitments have 
been allocated to the strategy and whether they 
have been subject to formal evaluation).

 n Demonstrated openness and motivation to co-
operate on the side of the local authority (e.g. 
through a  local focal point for Roma issues within 
the local administration, a  local Roma advisory 
council or Roma interlocutor, Roma mediators, or 
other evidence of a  multi-stakeholder approach 
and openness to addressing Roma inclusion issues).

 n Presence of a  network of reliable partners for 
future cooperation (including community focal 
points, relevant civil society organisations, Roma 
activists, and other individuals working on social 
inclusion issues or with the Roma communities).

After evaluation of the localities list on the basis of 
these criteria, a short list of ten localities per Member 
State was drafted.

Table 2: Overview of localities

Member State Initial selection Final selection

Bulgaria Stara Zagora Stara Zagora

Pavlikeni Pavlikeni

Czech Republic Brno Brno

Sokolov Sokolov

Finland Helsinki Helsinki

Jyväskylä Jyväskylä

France Grenoble Lille Metropole

Strasbourg Strasbourg

Greece Aghia Varvara Aghia Varvara

Ampelokipi/Menemeni Megara

Hungary Besence Besence

Mátraverebély Mátraverebély

Italy Bologna Bologna

Mantua Mantua

Romania Aiud Aiud

Cluj-Napoca Cluj-Napoca

Slovakia Hrabušice Hrabušice

Rakytník Rakytník

Spain Córdoba Córdoba 

Madrid Madrid

United Kingdom Medway Medway

Glasgow
Source: FRA, 2018
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Finally, on the basis of further information regarding the 
composition of the local communities and their specific 
characteristics, the short lists were further narrowed 
down to consider a final selection of two localities. 
This stage involved assessing localities based on: a) 
the type of Roma community concerned (% of the 
total population, % national Roma, EU mobile Roma, 
and third-country national Roma, integrated or segre-
gated settlements); b) geographical considerations of 
the locality (size, GDP per capita, rural or urban); and 
c) project management considerations (e.g. capacity 
of local authorities to implement projects, reliability of 
local partners, etc.). These indicators were used to make 
a final selection of 22 localities (2 per Member State) 
which were considered sufficiently diverse to capture 
both the national realities and various experiences of 
different Roma communities.

It is worth noting that in the final selection of locali-
ties, there were some exceptions to the above selec-
tion criteria. For example, Rakytník did not have 

experience with EU-funded development projects 
before the research project. In fact, the local authori-
ties had very limited experience in project design and 
limited information on potential funding opportunities. 
Nevertheless, the local authority (especially the mayor) 
was highly committed to embracing positive change, 
the locality had a good track record in involving both 
Roma and non-Roma residents in small community 
projects and the local authority demonstrated open-
ness and motivation to take part in an international 
pilot project like this one. In addition, local Roma were 
represented in the local council and the local authority 
showed interest in experimenting with a project that 
would heavily rely on multi-stakeholder engagement. 
Therefore there was strong reason to include this local-
ity in the final selection.

The final selected localities represent a diverse geo-
graphical, political and economic selection, which is 
illustrated in Table 3.
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More than half of the localities (12 out of 21) had a GDP 
per capita lower than 75 % of the EU average. Eight 
of the selected localities were large cities, four were 
medium-sized cities, two were small cities, five were 
towns and four were villages. The majority of locali-
ties (17 out of 21) were urban (10) or sub-urban (7), 
while only four were rural. In fourteen localities, the 
Roma communities concerned were made up predomi-
nantly of national Roma, while in six localities the Roma 
communities also consisted of EU national Roma (e.g. 
predominantly Romanian or Bulgarian Roma living in 
other EU Member States). Bologna was the only local-
ity which hosted a group of non-EU national Roma. In 
six localities, the Roma community was considered 
‘integrated’ in the wider municipality, while in the 
other localities, most Roma lived in segregated areas. 
In seven localities, significant tensions between the 
Roma and non-Roma were registered before the start 
of the research. In eight localities, Roma communities 
enjoyed political representation.

Limitations of the research
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of the 
research. While this was mainly a research project, the 
participatory action research methodology applied in 
the research called for a set of actions around which 
to engage participants and create change. From these 
actions and how they were implemented, the project 
was able to generate the data and information that is 
needed to understand the dynamics and complexities 
of local inclusion efforts. As such, the research was 
heavily focused on the design and implementation of 
small-scale local level interventions. In many cases 
the interventions were by nature ad hoc community-
based activities and small-scale projects. These were 
financed through a modest local fund set up as part 
of the research methodology to facilitate the ‘action’ 
part of the research. The research did not have as an 
objective to implement a small project as the main aim, 
but these small actions ended up being a crucial and 
important part of the overall research process. They 
contributed to learning, testing participatory meth-
ods, and helped to better understand how to engage 
with Roma communities. This reflects the importance 
of flexible, small-scale community activities that can 
produce meaningful change.

This research was a look into the processes, the how and 
why, and understanding the mechanisms of engage-
ment. Due to the nature of the research and the limited 
resources/project budget, the focus had to remain at 
smaller-scale interventions. Because of this, sometimes 
larger scale issues like employment, infrastructure, etc. 
could not be tackled, but the learnings could still have 
implications for EU funding structures and similar Roma 
integration projects at local, regional and even national 
level. Sometimes small, flexible activities should be 
given space, possibility and budget to take place to 
complement larger-scale efforts and big projects.

A further limitation of the research is that it could not 
always engage with the entire community. This was 
often a question of its small scale nature and low 
budget. In most cases the local research team ended 
up choosing one particular community or group of Roma 
to work with (e.g. in Medway where the project ended 
up not working with the local community of English 
Gypsies and Travellers and focused only on Roma from 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia).

The research also worked exclusively on the local level, 
bringing together local authorities with other local level 
stakeholders. However, municipalities are not always 
positioned to address every possible problem. In many 
cases, solutions to challenges in employment and hous-
ing, for example, were issues that needed to be tackled 
from the regional or national level as well. National leg-
islation was at times a limiting factor, even when local 
authorities would have been willing to implement cer-
tain solutions. This shows how local actions also need 
to be linked to the bigger picture, to national integration 
policies and funding mechanisms, and at times areas 
of competence outside the sphere of influence of local 
authorities. As such, the research often ended up focus-
ing on developing more ad hoc community level inter-
ventions, in particular in localities where addressing 
wider-scale, systematic or institutional problems such 
as unemployment or housing were too complex or dif-
ficult for a small local intervention to tackle.

These limitations must be considered when interpreting 
the results and findings of the research.
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Annex IV: Contractors and fieldwork experts
The research was implemented under a framework contract by a consortium comprised of the following partners: 
ICF International, Bolt International Consulting, and the Budapest Institute for Policy Analysis.

The research was carried out at the local level by the following field experts:

Bulgaria:
 n Deyan Kolev
 n Alexey Pamporov

Czech Republic:
 n Jakob Hurle
 n Štěpán Ripka

Finland:
 n Maria Mihaela Dorofte
 n Kimmo Granqvist
 n Anca Enache Kotilainen
 n Margaret Trotta Tuomi

France:
 n Aurélien Dierckens
 n Myriam Niss

Greece:
 n Lucas Katsikaris
 n Eleftheria Koumalatsou
 n Dimitris Ntontis

Hungary:
 n Tibor Béres
 n György Lukács

Italy:
 n Matteo Bassoli
 n Elena Borghi
 n Massimo Conte

Romania:
 n Simona Ciotlăuș
 n Enikő Vincze

Slovakia:
 n Marek Hojsík
 n Zuzana Polačková

Spain:
 n Begoña Pernas
 n Carmen Santiago Reyes

United Kingdom:
 n David Smith
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This report presents the main insights gained during the EU Fundamental Rights Agency’s project on local engagement for 
Roma inclusion, which explores how to best involve Roma in integration efforts at the local level. Bringing together local 
authorities and residents, especially Roma, it investigated what aspects work, which ones do not, and why this is the case. 
The 21 localities in 11 Member States covered by the research involved diverse local contexts, needs and challenges. But the 
experiences in all of them underscored that resources need to be better used to bring actual improvements in the lives of 
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on the margins of society, Roma and otherwise.
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