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Introduction
Civil society organisations around Europe work every day – frequently on a voluntary basis – to build a fairer
and more inclusive society. At the EU level, the European Economic and Social Committee represents their
interests and aims to ensure that their efforts receive the recognition they deserve.
With this in mind, the EESC launched its Civil Society Prize eight years ago in order to “reward excellence in
civil society initiatives”.
This year’s prize is aimed at organisations or individuals who have undertaken outstanding projects to
improve the economic and social inclusion of Roma people and communities.
We have not selected this topic by chance. The results of the recent European elections showed an
alarming rise in support for racist and xenophobic parties that like to pin the blame for Europe’s current
economic woes on minority ethnic groups. No efforts should be spared to avoid the rise of prejudice and
discrimination against the most vulnerable communities in our society.
Civil society organisations at all levels need encouragement to foster EU values and combat any displays of
intolerance.
The 11-odd million Roma in Europe make up the EU’s largest ethnic minority. They have lived here for
centuries and are part of our diversity. Their special skills and talents enrich not only Europe’s cultural life,
but also its society and economy. Improving the social inclusion and integration of Roma and the welfare of
their communities is one of the EESC’s policy priorities in 2014.
The work is only beginning – more than five years ago, the Council of Ministers noted that, although
in theory Roma have the same rights and duties as other EU citizens, “they in fact form a group that
is disadvantaged in several respects and is particularly vulnerable to social exclusion, poverty and
discrimination”. Roma confront cultural and socio-economic barriers and are the victims of prejudice and
hostility. At the same time, Roma organisations find it hard to make their voices heard.
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The European Commission called on national governments in the EU to develop National Roma Integration
Strategies. But in an opinion from 2012, entitled ‘Societal empowerment and integration of Roma citizens
in Europe’, the EESC found that such efforts had achieved very limited results, and had “not met the
growing expectations of the Roma or their sincere hope that the strategies could really help improve social
integration”. It called on civil society, with the involvement of Roma themselves, to become an “active agent”
in promoting integration.
Civil society actors play a major role in combating prejudice and exclusion, and this year’s Civil Society Prize
recognises their best achievements. We considered a wide range of initiatives, including awareness-raising
among non-Roma communities, equal opportunities in the workplace, empowering Roma to participate
more fully in the political, economic and social spheres of their home countries, and practical support in
accessing housing, health services, education and employment.
Four external jury members familiar with the subject made the initial evaluation: Jillian van Turnhout,
Senator and chair of Early Childhood Ireland; Sixto Molina, head of the support team for the Special
Representative of the Secretary-General for Roma Issues (SRSG) in the Council of Europe; Damian Drăghici,
Member of the European Parliament; and Ákos Topolánszky, EESC member. Besides myself, the winners were
chosen by a selection board made up of EESC Vice-Presidents Jane Morrice and Hans-Joachim Wilms, Group
Presidents Jacek Krawczyk, George Dassis and Luca Jahier, and Secretary-General Luis Planas Puchades.
The projects described here were shortlisted by the 4 external evaluators, and show how innovative ideas
can make a difference to people’s lives. Warm congratulations to the three prize-winners: ETP Slovakia –
Centre for Sustainable Development, Reverend Archimandrite Athinagoras Loukataris and IQ Roma servis !

Henri Malosse
EESC President
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The Building Hope
model helps the
Roma communities
to develop their
potential.
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1st prize:
ETP Slovakia
Centre for Sustainable Development
A bridge of hope in Slovakia

For the past 15 years, ETP Slovakia has taken a “cradle to grave” approach to the empowerment and
integration of the Roma community in the east of the country. The services that ETP helps to provide
include housing, education, employment, health, and financial inclusion.
Although ETP is no stranger to winning awards, having received the Gypsy Spirit Prize in 2009 for its
“comprehensive, highly professional and authentic work and services”, the team was nonetheless
thrilled to have won an EESC Civil Society Prize.
“We feel honoured by the EESC decision,” confessed Slavomira Macakova, ETP’s executive director.
“What we know now is that the best approach which achieves visible, long-term and sustainable
results is the provision of comprehensive services… for all age groups.”
But pursuing such a holistic approach requires deep and productive partnerships that enable ETP
to run community centres, operate education and training schemes, and provide care to the elderly
and secure housing for poor families. One particularly innovative initiative, which ETP believes can be
replicated elsewhere in Europe, is Building Hope.
This self-help housing programme enables Roma families to construct their own homes through
a modular system in which a basic 25m2 home can be enlarged up to 75m2. Without taxing
overstretched public housing programmes, Building Hope encourages Roma families to save money,
provides them with micro-loans to build their home once they hit a certain savings target, trains them
to acquire the skills needed to construct their house, and provides assistance in acquiring recycled and
environmentally friendly materials.
“The Building Hope model, for us, represents a special tool for social work, which helps the longterm unemployed and socially excluded people from marginalised Roma communities (forgotten in
Europe) to develop their potential,” notes Macakova.
She explains that ETP Slovakia is a bridge between the beneficiaries of the Building Hope model living
in Roma ghettos and the authorities in charge of creating social policies.
The visibility provided by the EESC award will help promote this unique and innovative model for the
provision of social housing for the poorest of the poor, suggests ETP’s executive director. “This could
become an integral part of national and European social policy tools.”
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Education is a
self-enlightening
process that
enriches people’s
understanding of
themselves.
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2nd prize:
Reverend
Arhcimandrite Athinagoras Loukataris
Light unto the children

The population of Dendropotamos in western Thessaloniki, Greece’s second-largest city, is
predominantly Roma. Of the neighbourhood’s 4000 residents, 3000 are Roma, of which an estimated
800 are minors.
When Reverend Archimandrite Athinagoras took over the parish of Dendropotamos in 2004, he was
alarmed by the level of poverty, deprivation, urban decay, exclusion and crime in the neighbourhood.
With the support of the Holy Metropolis of Neapolis-Stavroupolis and the local community, Reverend
Athinagoras decided to establish ‘Lighthouse of the World’ a decade ago in the basement of the parish
church which set out to educate local children and minors.
“Education is a self-enlightening process that enriches people’s understanding of themselves,” he
explains. Tapping into the know-how and dedication of 300 volunteers, Lighthouse of the World serves
some 450 Roma children.
It combats illiteracy amongst Roma children, provides supplementary teaching, as well as tuition in
foreign languages, computing and music, not to mention workshops. In addition, the programme
runs a dormitory for eight children without families, provides pupils with warm meals and operates a
healthcare initiative, including vaccinations and psychological support. Lighthouse of the World also
manages a reception centre for children with addictions.
Reverend Athinagoras believes Lighthouse of the World is living prove of Victor Hugo’s assertion that
“he who opens a school-door closes a prison” because “the lack of education deprived [Roma children]
of the opportunities they need to find legal ways of survival”.
Lighthouse of the World also works to raise awareness of the plight of Roma minors and tackles the
negative social stereotypes which dog the community. For example, a robotics group (FAR.GO.BOTS)
formed by the Roma children – which won an award at Greece’s First Lego League and travelled to the
United States – gained a lot of media attention and helped to provide an alternative, positive public
image of the community.
Describing Lighthouse of the World’s EESC Civil Society Prize as a “great pleasure” that reflects just how
many “significant people are by my side”, Reverend Athinagoras said the award “gives a big boost to
our dreams and provides new perspectives to our plans”.

7

The integration
and empowerment
of the Roma
community must
start early in life
and continue into
adulthood.
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2nd prize:
IQ Roma servis

Empowerment starts early
in the Czech Republic
Since its inception in 1997, IQ Roma Servis (IQRS) has adopted a lifelong perspective on Roma issues
in the Czech Republic’s South Moravia region in order to promote not only personal growth and social
fulfilment but also to protect Roma rights and dignity in society.
The NGO firmly believes that the integration and empowerment of the Roma community must start
early in life and continue into adulthood. For that reason, IQRS runs a number of complementary
programmes for different age groups.
Its programme for young children (up to age 8) not only assists Roma families to register their children
in mainstream kindergartens and schools but also empowers the community’s women through
healthcare consultations and other interventions.
The youth programme for 8-26 year-olds has two components. The first provides educational support,
including booster courses, mentoring systems and in-work placement. The second focuses on
personal development, growth, career counselling and social activities. The adult programme offers
support in the areas of employment, housing, financial independence, and dealing with racism and
discrimination.
But efforts to emancipate Roma cannot succeed alone if society itself does not change. That is why
IQRS has a dedicated societal programme which seeks to combat social prejudice and institutionalised
discrimination. Initiatives include the ‘Ethnic-friendly employer’ label and the ‘Why judge prematurely’
campaign which addresses the popular myth that Roma are averse to work.
IQRS’ dedication and innovative approach has already won it accolades, including Czech NGO of
the year. But the EESC’s Civil Society Prize has special meaning for the organisation. “As a local Czech
organisation we are pleasantly surprised,” admits Veronika Vaňková, IQRS director of client programmes.
“We feel really satisfied that this kind of recognition of our work with the Roma community and
the fulfilment of our common vision is being appreciated at the EU level.” This recognition, Vaňková
believes, will help raise the profile of IQRS among the general public and local authorities, and might
even attract new donors to invest in the NGO’s work.
IQRS is not only involved in numerous EU-wide activities and networks but the organisation believes
that its holistic, long-term approach can act as a model for others working with Roma in other
countries.
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Fundación Secretariado Gitano
Spain’s ‘Gitanos’
between exaltation and exclusion

SHORT
LIST

The indigenous Roma of Spain are often referred to as ‘Gitanos’. In the Spanish popular imagination,
this has many positive connotations. This is especially so in the south of the country, where there has
been enormous intermarriage and cross-fertilisation between Andalusian and Roma culture, with
Spaniards even believing that Flamenco dancing is Gitano.
Despite the Roma being regarded romantically as constituting authentic Spanish culture, as reflected
in the expression España Cañí, there is a darker side. Roma in Spain, especially recent immigrants from
eastern Europe, face discrimination and marginalisation.
Since the 1960s, the non-profit Fundación Secretariado Gitano (FSG) has been employing a multidisciplinary approach to help advance Roma communities – not just in Spain but also in Europe
through the EURoma network, which it coordinates – in all walks of life. The FSG operates a wide range
of actions which seek to enhance Roma living standards, promote equal treatment, prevent all forms
of discrimination and preserve their cultural identity.
With a staff of 600 paid employees and 400 volunteers, the FSG pursues a two-pronged approach. The
first focuses on programmes which seek to empower the Roma and boost living standards through
education and training, employment, housing, health and community services.
One example of this is the integrated Acceder programme which boasts a list of more than 87
000 beneficiaries. It helps the Roma enter the labour market through, for example, professional
qualifications, consulting and support services for the self-employed, and promoting pro-Roma
policies.
The second focus is on society at large, showing that the inclusion of Roma is also in the interest of the
general public. This is done through awareness-raising campaigns and training professionals dealing
with the Roma (social workers, teachers, police officers, etc.), public services and decision-makers.
In addition, the FSG carries out analysis and research to develop better understanding of the Roma’s
situation, and their needs. In 2013 alone, more than 105 000 people benefited from FSG’s actions and
programmes.
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Bulgarian Helsinki Committee
A European precedent
for Roma housing rights

SHORT
LIST

The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC), Bulgaria’s largest and most influential human rights
organisation, helped a Roma community successfully resist eviction and the demolition of their
homes, and set a useful European precedent in the process.
The community of approximately 200 Roma had been squatting on state land in the capital Sofia’s
Batalova Vodenitsa district for decades. When Sofia’s municipal authorities attempted twice to evict
this vulnerable community – in 2005-6 and 2008 – BHC was on hand to provide pro bono legal aid.
Even though the city’s actions were in line with Bulgarian law, BHC found that evicting people from
their only home without providing viable and reasonable alternative housing contravened their
human rights. In addition, making this extremely poor and marginalised community homeless would
place it at heightened risk of disease, hunger and crime.
For that reason, BHC decided to raise the case to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR). An
interim ruling ordered the evictions be stopped pending provision of alternative accommodation – a
first for the ECHR!
In 2012, the court delivered its final ruling which obliged the state to cease the arbitrary evictions of
Roma who have no other home. The verdict concluded that the law was not proportionate and ruled
that Bulgaria update its legislation in this area. The requested reforms included demonstrating that
plans to recover public land and buildings are legitimate and proportionate, and that alternative and
suitable housing is offered.
In addition to saving some 200 Roma from homelessness, BHC believes that the ECHR’s ruling – which
was voted its best verdict for that year in a poll by Strasbourg Observers – sets a legal precedent
that can help protect the housing rights of Europe’s estimated 10 million Roma and other vulnerable
groups.
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European Grassroots
Antiracist Movement

Celebrating Roma Pride across Europe

SHORT
LIST

Despite possessing a diversity of rich cultural identities, Roma communities across Europe have been
facing a rising wave of racism and discrimination, not to mention marginalisation and stigmatisation.
“There has been a marked rise in the frequency of anti-Roma violence in Europe in the last few years,”
Amnesty International’s John Dalhuisen said on the occasion of International Roma Day, on 8 April
2014. “All too often European leaders have pandered to the prejudices fuelling anti-Roma violence by
branding Roma as anti-social and unwelcome.”
To tackle this alarming rise in racial discrimination and the troubling level of political inaction, the
European Grassroots Antiracist Movement (EGAM), a network of anti-discrimination organisations
from over 30 countries, organises the annual Roma Pride in partnership with Roma civil society
organisations.
The event, which consists of cultural and political activities in 15 countries, seeks both to shed light on
the racism and discrimination facing Roma in Europe, and to celebrate the diversity of this minority’s
identities and cultures. In addition to raising public awareness at the national and European levels,
Roma Pride has also created a strong European network of anti-racism groups and Roma organisations
in order to promote a broad partnership based on common goals.
Described as a call for dignity, for equal rights and for equal enjoyment of rights, the partners involved
in Roma Pride meet in the run-up to the main event to agree common objectives and formulate
a joint manifesto, which is signed by some 100 NGOs. As well as amplifying the voices of Roma
communities, and ensuring they are heard by national and European decision-makers, Roma Pride has
also reinforced Roma heritage and history. One example of this is the revival of the memory of the Lety
concentration camp, where hundreds of Roma were killed by the Nazis but which lay largely forgotten
near a farm in the Czech Republic, despite efforts by local historians in the 1970s and 1980s.
Since its launch in 2011, Roma Pride has, in addition to raising awareness and interest in Roma-related
issues, scored a number of notable successes. For example, the NGOs involved helped to reform a 1969
law in France which placed a discriminatory ID regime on ‘travellers’. Pressure from Roma Pride also
helped bring an end to anti-Roma demonstrations in Bulgaria.
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Autonomous centre – ACT

Empowering Croatia’s Roma… organically

SHORT
LIST

Međimurje County, which lies in the northernmost part of Croatia, has a number of distinctive features.
It is both the smallest county in the country and the most densely populated. It is also home to the
largest per-capita Roma community in Croatia, representing 30% of the country’s Roma population.
To help tackle the economic and social marginalisation of Međimurje’s Roma community, the
‘Autonomous centre – ACT’, a grassroots organisation established by young people, which focuses on
the development of social and cultural capital, came up with the novel idea of using organic farming
to empower the region’s Roma from… well, the ground up.
The ‘Social and Economic Inclusion of Roma Through Organic Food Production’ targeted over 20 Roma
in Međimurje, to make them “a part of the solution, rather than a part of the problem”. The initiative
provided training in organic family farming and social cooperative management to a number of Roma
who were responsible for more than 100 family members.
They received instruction in biodynamic agriculture which emphasises a holistic vision of the
interrelationships of the soil, plants and animals as a self-sustaining system.
Those selected for the training were encouraged to become involved in an established organic
farming cooperative ‘Domači vrt’, which already employed 15 full members of the cooperative from
the Roma community, to work on 14 hectares of public land. In a region where organic farming has
not yet taken off sufficiently, this project not only enhances the employability of the Roma community
but also positions it as a local trailblazer.
“Through its active public engagement and advocacy, the initiative raises awareness on the difficulties
Roma people face in their struggle against prejudices and discrimination,” ACT believes. “By engaging
Roma in the advanced eco-social enterprises, public perception and acceptance of the Roma people
in the local community is slowly but surely changing.”
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Drop-In Centre Hirundo
at Helsinki Deaconess Institute

Art speaks louder than words for Roma children

SHORT
LIST

Finland’s indigenous Roma community, which has lived in the country for over 500 years, enjoys full
citizenship and civil rights, despite relative marginalisation. However, with EU enlargement, many
Roma from eastern Europe have migrated to Finland. Lacking language skills, education and work
certificates, much of this migrant population ended up on the peripheries of society.
This situation prompted Helsinki Deaconess Institute (HDI), a leading foundation which has a long
history of working to empower Finland’s indigenous Roma population, turned its attention to these
newcomers. In 2008, HDI set up an outreach and social support project ‘Rom po Drom’ which evolved
to become a drop-in centre known as Hirundo, providing both day-to-day support and long-term
empowerment, both in Finland and Romania, where most of the migrant Roma originate.
One of HDI’s most noteworthy initiatives has been ‘Roma children’s voices through art’ (20132015), which focuses on migrant young Roma. Developed in cooperation with Roma migrants and
stakeholders in Finland and Romania (because of the ‘circular’ nature of the migration), the initiative
worked to shed light on the right of ‘undocumented’ Roma children to primary education.
Involving 15 children in the pilot phase, the initiative focused on two pillars: the experience of the
everyday marginality and ‘otherness’ of Roma communities, and empowering and facilitating the
participation of Roma through community-based support services. It organised creative workshops
and artistic performances, provided counselling services to the children and their families, and held
seminars and training sessions.
‘Roma children’s voices through art’ has sparked a broad public debate about the rights of migrant
Roma minors to access education, prompting the Parliamentary Ombudsman to call on local
authorities to take all necessary action.
HDI believes that this initiative can be adapted to help any marginalised group anywhere in Europe.
“The model is applicable, and can contribute to the field of children’s rights and participation and
voice in policy-making in a wide range of contexts,” concludes HDI.

14

EESC Civil Society Prize: acknowledging outstanding work
The EESC’s annual Civil Society Prize is a very
effective way of highlighting the commitment and
achievements of Europe’s civil society organisations.
Launched in 2006, the award goes to organisations
and/or individuals that have made a significant
contribution to strengthening European identity
and integration, participative democracy and active
citizenship. It helps to raise awareness of civil society’s
vital role in promoting the common values that form
the cornerstone of European solidarity.
The prize is open to individuals, as well as to all civil
society organisations operating at European, national,
regional or local level, throughout the 28 Member
States. Focusing on a different theme each edition,
in 2014 it goes to initiatives specifically designed to
improve the economic and social inclusion of Roma
communities.
Past winners have helped to promote social, economic
and environmental sustainability in Europe, and to
reinforce European identity and solidarity through
education, networking, campaigning, combating
injustice and defending the interests of young people.
All of the candidates had to be nominated by EESC

members, national economic and social councils, or
European civil society organisations or networks.
The 2014 award ceremony took place on 16 October.
The three winners share the €30 000 prize money,
plus recognition across Europe. They are chosen by a
selection board made up of the EESC president and
two vice-presidents, the leaders of the three groups
representing employers, employees and various
interests, and the Committee’s secretary-general,
following an initial evaluation by four external
assessors.
It was challenging to choose between 81 strong
candidates from all over Europe. All of them exist
and work to improve conditions for Roma people,
for example through projects relating to education
and professional support, such as music classes or
assistance to Roma teachers. Out of the eight different
selection criteria, five focused on the project’s impact
on its target audience and the community’s well-being,
its duration and sustainability, and the extent of its
reach across Europe. The remaining three criteria
measured excellence in innovation, creativity and
uniqueness.

The Civil Society Prize selection board

The four assessors

Henri Malosse, EESC President, chair of the selection
board

Jillian van Turnhout, Senator and chair of Early
Childhood Ireland

Jane Morrice, EESC Vice-President

Sixto Molina, Head of the support team for the
Special Representative of the Secretary-General for
Roma Issues (SRSG) in the Council of Europe

Hans-Joachim Wilms, EESC Vice-President
Jacek Krawczyk, President of the EESC Employers’ Group

Damian Drăghici, MEP & national contact point for
Roma integration in Romania

George Dassis, President of the EESC Workers’ Group
Luca Jahier, President of the EESC Various Interests Group

Ákos Topolánszky, Director of the Federation of
Hungarian Drug Therapy Institutes / EESC member

Luis Planas, EESC Secretary-General
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