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At seminars like the one we are attending here today, people will generally tell you how successful 
they were in their endeavours. I will break with this tradition and tell you how we failed in 
combating anti-Roma racism in the media. 
 
I am representing Chachipe, a Roma rights NGO based in Luxembourg. We started, in early 2008, 
as a Roma rights lobby and advocacy group, focusing on the human rights situation of the Roma 
in Kosovo. Today, our work is much more centred on legal issues, such as the filing of 
complaints with national and international bodies, which is mainly the result of our failure to win 
a case against the BBC. 
 
On 3 September 2009, a TV review in the British Independent caught our attention. It related to a 
program, which had been broadcast on BBC Two, the night before, entitled “Gypsy child 
thieves”.  
 
I will quote from the introduction: 
 
“There are moments – deeply uncomfortable ones for the liberal spirit – when an ugly prejudice 
seems to coincide with an ugly fact. Take this remark … made by an Italian charity worker in 
Liviu Tipurita’s remarkable film for the This World series, Gypsy Child Thieves.” 1 
 
As it turned out, the topic of the documentary was the trafficking and exploitation of Roma 
children through organized crime, and it became clear, quite quickly, what made it such 
“uncomfortable watching”, as the author of the review wrote: The alleged link between Romany 
culture and child exploitation and crime, in general. 
 
For those of you who have not seen the documentary, I will briefly summarise:  
 
The documentary is built as a journey, which starts in Spain and ends in Romania: During this 
journey, we see children robbing passers by at automatic cash machines. We hear high rank police 
officials explaining that the begging and stealing is organized and brings in a lot of money, and 
we hear mafia bosses complain about their fellows getting ever more greedy, turning the whole 
world against the Roma. 
 
We wrote to the BBC to protest about what we saw as an accumulation of stereotypes and 
prejudices. We complained about abusive generalizations and the lack of impartiality. And we 
said that the approach of the documentary, which consisted in the tracking down and secrete 
filming of under-aged children, was not appropriate to deal with such a sensitive subject. 
 
The program makers disagreed, claiming that there was evidence to support their contention that 
this type of child exploitation is widespread, and that it was their duty to report on it. They also 
claimed that they had achieved the right balance. 
 
Since they rejected any discussion, we were advised about the possibility to lodge a complaint 
before the BBC Editorial Complaint Unit, which we did, in December 2009. To do so, we had to 
build our complaint along the BBC’s editorial guidelines, which, contrary to most professional 
codes of conducts, do not have a section dealing with racism and discrimination. Therefore we 
had to argue that the film makers had failed against the standards of accuracy, impartiality and 
fairness, contained in these guidelines. 

                                                 
1 Last Night’s Television: This World – Gypsy Child Thieves, BBC2, The Independent, 3 September 2009 
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In the meantime, we found out that the documentary “Gypsy child thieves” had been broadcast 
in Switzerland under the title “Dressés pour voler. La malédiction des enfants gitans”,  “ Trained 
to steal. The curse of gypsy children”.2 Since the TV station had opened a discussion forum 
about the documentary, we used this as an opportunity to verify our allegation that the 
documentary was fuelling racism. Our questionnaire was immediately removed from the forum. 
 
We wrote to the Swiss TV station in order to protest against this act of censorship. At the same 
time, we conveyed our concerns about the documentary and complained about the fact that, 
contrary to our questionnaire, racist comments had not been deleted. 

The TV station was insensitive to our arguments. In the same vein as the BBC, it argued that it 
considered it a duty to report about an upsetting phenomenon, and that there was a public 
interest in the broadcasting. The TV station went further  and accused us of being insensitive to 
the fate of the children.1 

We looked into the possibility of filing a complaint in Switzerland, but we were soon discouraged 
by cumbersome procedures and strict deadlines (complaints to be filed within three months, 
impossibility to make third party complaints.) 
  
Around the same time, we discovered that the documentary had also been broadcast in Belgium 
(RTL TVi). Here, we filed a complaint with the Centre for Equal Opportunities and the Fight 
Against Racism (Centre pour l’égalité des chances et la lutte contre le racisme), and obtained a very positive 
first reaction: Indeed, a representative of the Centre acknowledged that the documentary 
provoked heinous reactions against Roma and incite to violence against them. It asked RTL-TVi 
to remove racist comments from its website. 
  
After an examination of our complaint, it concluded that, through the combination of subjects 
such as poverty and organized crime/child exploitation, the documentary could indeed lead to 
the conclusion that the majority of Romanian Roma are criminals, and that child exploitation is a 
fundamental aspect of Romany culture. 
  
However, the Centre also found that the documentary, from which the worst parts had been 
removed, did not infringe the Belgian law against racism.  On this basis, the Belgian media 
supervisory authority, Conseil supérieur de l’audiovisuel (CSA), decided not to pursue our complaint. 
  
In the meantime, we learned that the documentary had been sold to 26 countries, including Japan 
and Australia. We introduced a complaint in Australia, where the procedure is similar as in the 
UK, which means that the complaints need to be filed with the TV stations. After its rejection3, 
we decided to concentrate on our complaint against the BBC, which had just been by the 

                                                 
2 The documentary was also broadcasted by the German-speaking TV in Switzerland, where the title 
was translated as « Im Auftrag der Sippe : Wie Romakinder zu Diebstahl gezwungen werden », „On the 
orders of the clan: How Roma children are forced into theft“.  
3 In the same vein as the BBC, ABC argued that the information provided in the documentary was both 
factual and balanced. In addition, the TV station also pointed out to the high quality standards of the 
BBC, an argument, which was also heard from RTL TVi: “As you are aware, the program was produced 
by the BBC.  The ABC has confidence in the BBC’s editorial standards, particularly in regard to content 
dealing with the portrayal of children, and Four Corners satisfied itself that the program was in keeping 
with those standards prior to broadcast. ” (Kieran Doyle, ABC Audience and Consumer Affairs in an 
email reply to Chachipe, 6 June 2010) 
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Editorial Complaints Unit, whose director concluded the facts presented in the documentary 
were representative of the reality:  
  
“I appreciate that it [the documentary] raised some controversial and sensitive issues and showed 
the Roma community in a frequently negative light, but I believe the allegations … were covered 
by facts and there was a clear purpose in reporting serious and widespread criminal behavior. On 
balance, I believe that any offence which was caused was justified in the public interest.”4 
 
One month later, on 21 February 2010, the documentary was rebroadcast, with one slight 
modification: The faces of the children had been blurred, making it more difficult for them to be 
recognised. As we objected against the exposure of children, this could be seen as a concession to 
our arguments. 
 
At this stage, we garnered the support of Amnesty International and the Council of Europe 
Roma division. In fact, the Editorial Complaints Unit had used some of their publications to 
back its arguments such as the alleged appropriateness of the word “Gypsy”. But, just like the 
support of the British MEP and Chair of the European Parliament’s Anti-Racism and Diversity 
Intergroup, Claude Moraes, who had wrote to the BBC, saying that “this programme was 
sensationalist, made damaging generalisations about the Roma and will serve not to increase 
public knowledge about these issues but rather to deepen popular misconceptions”,5 their 
support did not help to change the attitude of the BBC.  
  
In the final stage of the complaint, before the BBC Trust, we provided further proof for the 
biased character of the programme. We showed that EUROPOL, one of the main sources of the 
documentary, had never provided any material supporting the alleged widespread character of 
“Gypsy crime”, as it was called in the film. We also showed that the film makers had not spoken 
to Roma NGOs, as they claimed. 
  
In September 2010, the BBC Trust finally concluded that the film makers had not infringed the 
BBC’s editorial guidelines, putting an end to a one year struggle during which more than hundred 
pages had been filled. The Trust’s final conclusion, claiming that the documentary was a “strong 
piece of journalism on a difficult subject”, was a slap, not just in our faces and in the faces of 
those who supported us, but also in the faces of thousands of Roma, who felt likewise offended 
and insulted by this film. I am quoting Professor Ian Hancock, speaking during a conference here 
in Brussels: 
  
“No understanding of the situation of those children came from the documentary, and in no way 
did it present our “rich culture.” Instead it helped hammer down even more firmly the growing 
Romaphobia in Britain, the country where I was born, ensuring further hateful newspaper 
headlines.”6 

  
To make things worse, “Gypsy child thieves” was awarded numerous prestigious media awards, 
including the Prix Europa, which is supported by the European Parliament, the Commission and 
by the Council of Europe.   
  

                                                 
4 Colin Treager, Head of the BBC Editorial Complaints Unit in a letter to Chachipe, 29 January 2010 
5 Letter by MEP Claude Moraes to Matteo Maggiore, Head of European Policy, BBC, 28 September 2009 
6 Keynote address by Professor Ian Hancock at the conference “EU projects in favour of the Roma 

community", organised by the European Commission in Brussels, March 10, 2010 
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It was quoted in political decision making processes. “It [the problem] is recognized by the 
media, which is illustrated by two recent and very comprehensive documentaries … one by the 
BBC, the other by France ”, the French secretary of State for EU Affairs, Claude Lellouche, 
wrote in a letter, justifying the expulsion of Romanian Roma from France.7 
  
I am not mentioning here the many racist reactions on the internet, where the documentary was 
widely quoted on Neo-Fascist websites. “It’s well worth watching if you want to find out why 
people dislike Roma.”, one of the more moderate commentators said.8 
  
Or, in the words of the Independent: “a permissible liberal prejudice was nesting awkwardly inside 
the unpermissable one – the disgust we freely allow ourselves to feel for those who treat women 

and children as exploitable commodities.” 9 
  
We were told by a British lawyer that the rejection of our complaint by the BBC Trust would 
open to us an avenue to go to Court, but he also warned us that “judicial review is very expensive 
and it is unlikely to succeed in this instance - it would leave your organisation or an individual 
claimant with a very large costs bill to pay.” 
  
We did not have the financial resources needed for such an action, but we have been striving 
since then to build our legal capacity in order to be better prepared in future. 
  
Media play an important role in promoting or diffusing anti-Roma racism. It can be for the best 
or for the worst. Our experience suggests that it is very difficult to fight anti-Roma racism in the 
media, once a product is out on the market. Those who made it, will most probably defend their 
work, whereas those who are tasked with the job of supervising the media, will not necessarily 
recognize anti-Roma bias. 
 
The best strategy is thus to work with media professionals in order to avoid that ignorance and 
popular mischief about Roma will give way to anti-Roma prejudice. But we should also recognize 
our limits: The best report about Roma will never get the audience and applause as did “Gypsy 
child thieves”. 
 
The best strategy is therefore to work with the media beforehand, in order to avoid  situations 
where ignorance and mischief give way to the propagation of prejudice. However, we must also 
recognize that the best film about Roma will never get the same audience and applause as a film 
such as “Gypsy child thieves”. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 Reply to the NGO coalition Romeurope, 19 March 2010. The alleged link with reality was also used as an 
argument by the TSR to justify, why it had broadcast the documentary: « Enfin, si nous avons choisi de 
lier la diffusion de ce reportage à l'actualité genevoise, c'est que ce sont des cas de maltraitance contre les 
enfants, à Genève, qui ont inspiré au Conseil d'Etat des mesures d'urgence. » (TSR, reply to Chachipe)  
8 
http://www.reddit.com/r/worldnews/comments/da6c8/french_officials_unfazed_as_thousands_rally_f
or/ 
9 Last Night’s Television: This World – Gypsy Child Thieves, BBC2, The Independent, 3 September 2009 


