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Project:   
The International Romani Writers Association (IRWA)
www.romaniwriters.com
Initiating country: Finland
Partner countries: Germany, UK, Italy, Switzerland, Sweden, Poland, Spain, Romania, Macedonia, Denmark, Belgium
Partners:

Finnish Writers’ Union, Finnish Roma organisations, European Writers’ Congress
Other supporters: City of Helsinki, Italian Cultural Institute, Goethe Institute, Hungary's Cultural Institute and the City of Karjaa
Funding Bodies:

Council of Europe, Finnish Ministry of Education, Nordic Culture Fund, Ars Baltica
Thematic categorisation:
1. Intercultural dialogue (within countries)

   FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Intercultural Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Cross-border Dialogue
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Cultural Minorities & Communities
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Social Cohesion / Integration
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Diversity of Cultural Expressions

   FORMCHECKBOX 

Sector covered:

1. Arts and Heritage
 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Media
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Socio-Culture 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Language
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Youth
 FORMCHECKBOX 

7. Sports
 FORMCHECKBOX 

National/regional policy context:

The Roma (Gypsies) of Finland belong to the Kaale (Kàlo) group. They first arrived in the Kingdom of Sweden-Finland in the early 16th century. Today, the Roma population numbers about 10,000 – 0.19% of the total population – and some 3,000 Finnish Roma live in Sweden. 

The Roma in Finland are in a good position both in principle and according to the law. However, in addition to general prejudice in the fields of employment and housing, the Roma also face discrimination in access to restaurants and other licensed premises. Prejudicial treatment occurs even though the Finnish Penal Code, through an amendment adopted in 1995, criminalises incitement to racial hatred and racial discrimination. 

The Roma have the right to retain and develop their own language and culture in accordance with the amendment to the Constitution in 1995. When Finland ratified the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in 1994, the Romani language gained the status of a non-territorial minority language. 
Project Description: 

As long as there have been Roma, there has been a strong oral tradition. Their way of living and travelling has supported the emergence of songs, poems and story-telling. The first Roma authors to have published their work emerged in Europe in the 1970s. Today, there are Roma authors from all over the world. While many write creatively, the barriers to enter mainstream publishing are high. Many of the authors have published their work personally or with the help of Roma associations.
The idea to establish the International Romani Writers Association had been maturing among Roma intellectuals for many years. Roma seminars around Europe had also gathered writers together. The International Roma PEN club had also been established in Germany in the 1990´s. A significant stage occurred in November 2001 when the “Cologne Declaration” on the establishment of the International Romani Writers Association was signed during a seminar of Roma poets, writers and journalists organized by Deutsche Welle. The Finnish Roma author Veijo Baltzar organised the founding meeting in Karjaa, Finland in July 2002. IRWA was founded when Roma writers from twelve European countries came together for this inauguration meeting. 
The Association is an independent, international, non-profit, idealistic association, which shall achieve its goals by defending the freedom of speech and publication, and other rights that form the foundation of a writer's work; by promoting the works of Roma writers in various languages following their publication; by monitoring Roma writers' copyrights, engaging in information and publishing activities and acting as a link between Roma writers, strengthening the position of Roma literature, language, and culture throughout the world. The most important point related to ICD is maintaining contacts with other national and international writers' and cultural organisations in matters concerning joint endeavours. The members of the association are Roma writers who have published works of fiction and have been approved by the board of the association.  
Since its establishment, the association has had yearly meetings either in person or by internet. In 2003 IRWA joined the European Writers’ Congress. Veijo Baltzar is the president of the association.
Lessons to be Learned :

As in other European countries, the Finnish policies on the Roma concentrated mainly on social and educational issues. Cultural issues and the arts have not been a priority, which makes the initiative of establishing the International Romani Writers Association particularly interesting.  

The association has been actively looking for members and for the establishment of a network. During the first four years, it was funded by the Ministry of Education in Finland; this support is no longer available. During the establishment of the association, it was relatively easy to get initial funding. However, in order to really promote the position of Roma writers, on-off project funding is insufficient: continuous support and resources to achieve long term results are needed.

The original idea has been that the association would have a rotating chairmanship, every three years, from a different country. The first term would concentrate on Nordic writers and building networks in this part of Europe. Perhaps funds would be easier to gain for these shorter periods of time. 

However it has been difficult to find a continuator from other countries to carry on the work that started in Finland. In many countries the Roma simply are not part of networks reaching into the mainstream intellectual scene, nor are they in a position to reach sponsors and politicians that would secure the needed resources for the actions planned. Also, while there might be funding for the Roma and even Roma culture, the writers are not always a priority group; while they may be a source of inspiration and pride, they also have a critical view of their own community. Such a critical world view can be found among writers in all parts of Europe, but for the Roma as a discriminated minority in all the countries where they live, this attitude might be even more crucial in hindering their potential. 
Similar to other minorities that do not have a corresponding home country base in Europe, e.g. the Sorbs in Germany or the Rhaeto-Rumantsch in Switzerland, the professional communication and networking possibilities of the Romani writers are further complicated by the fact that there is no uniform Romani language. Despite this, endeavours such as the "Romani Library" project of multilingual publications of Romani writers, which is co-ordinated by the "Next Page" Foundation (Sofia) and where the IRWA is one of the collaborating bodies, have been developed. http://www.npage.org/ article89.html
Concerning intercultural dialogue, the Roma writers have an important role to play. They are inevitably the biggest and most discriminated minority in Europe. Among all peoples, there are beggars and thieves, but also artists and intellectuals. However, when minorities are concerned, it is mainly the negative issues that awake the interest of the media and general public. Roma writers and other artists are able to bring multiple views about the culture and values of the Roma to the public and to break stereotypes. In this work also, the national and international writers’ and cultural organisations of the majority have a role to play as they have a recognized position in their societies. In order to gain momentum, the Roma writers need to be very well connected with the mainstream literary world. 
When it comes to the establishment of the association it was fairly easy to obtain funding. It seems that for financiers it is convenient to grasp on a project that is short term and has concrete outcomes. However, in order to really promote the position of Roma writers, support and resources need to be  continuous so as to develop and gain long term outcomes.
Target Groups / beneficiaries:  Roma Writers, Roma people, literary audience
Contact Details :
IRWA 

Invgalsbyntie 620

FI-10300 Karjaa
FINLAND

Tel. +35 850 34 34 808 

romani_writers@hotmail.com

Nina Martynova (Secretary) Tel. +358445090683

Source: Nina Martynova, www.romawriters.com, http://www.virtualfinland.fi
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