
ROMA RIGHTS
JOURNAL OF THE EUROPEAN ROMA RIGHTS CENTRE

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US? ROMA PARTICIPATION 
IN POLICY MAKING AND KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION
2, 2015

CHALLENGING DISCRIMINATION  PROMOTING EQUALITY

EUROPEAN ROMA RIGHTS CENTRE

The European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) is an international public interest law organisation working to combat anti-
Romani racism and human rights abuse of Roma. The approach of the ERRC involves strategic litigation, international 
advocacy, research and policy development and training of Romani activists. The ERRC has consultative status with the 
Council of Europe, as well as with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. 

The ERRC has been the recipient of numerous awards for its efforts to advance human rights respect of Roma: The 
2013 PL Foundation Freedom Prize; the 2012 Stockholm Human Rights Award, awarded jointly to the ERRC and Tho-
mas Hammarberg; in 2010, the Silver Rose Award of SOLIDAR; in 2009, the Justice Prize of the Peter and Patricia 
Gruber Foundation; in 2007, the Max van der Stoel Award given by the High Commissioner on National Minorities 
and the Dutch Foreign Ministry; and in 2001, the Geuzenpenning Award (the Geuzen medal of honour) by Her Royal 
Highness Princess Margriet of the Netherlands;

Board of Directors	 Robert Kushen (USA - Chair of the Board) | Ethel Brooks (USA) | Dan Pavel Doghi (Romania) | Lilla Farkas 
(Hungary) | James A. Goldston (USA) | Idaver Memedov (Macedonia) I Abigail Smith, (USA - Treasurer)

Staff	 Adam Weiss (Legal Director) | András Ujlaky (Executive Director) | Andrea Colak (Lawyer) | Anna Orsós (Pro-
grammes Assistant) | Atanas Zahariev (Junior Interim Networking Officer) | Anca Sandescu (Human Rights Trainer) 
| Dzavit Berisha (Publications Officer) | Djordje Jovanovic (Networking and Research Director) | Hajnalka Németh 
(Office and Operations Manager) | Judit Gellér (Senior Lawyer) | Julianna Oros (Financial Officer) | Krisztina Vadászi 
(Financial Officer) | Marek Szilvasi (Research and Advocacy Officer) | Márk Herbert-László (Paralegal) | Michal 
Zalesak (Lawyer) | Nicole Garbin (Legal Officer) | Orsolya Szendrey (Policy Analyst) | Richard Medcalf (Financial 
Director) | Sinan Gökcen (Country Facilitator) | Senada Sali (Legal Trainee | Stefan Luca (Lawyer)     

Consultants	 Aurela Bozo (Albania) | Bernard Rorke (Hungary) | Corina Ajder (Ukraine) | Hacer Foggo (Turkey) | Ion Bucur 
(Moldova) | Július Mika (Czech Republic) | Manjola Veizi (Albania) | Marija Manić   (Serbia) | Mustafa Asanovski 
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“They become stigmatised in their own family” - Interview with 
a Roma LGBTQ activist David Tišer

David Tišer is Director of  the non-profit organisation ARA ART, and he is the author of  the first comprehensive study on Roma LGBTQ 
in the Czech Republic called Homosexuality in the Romani Community. He graduated in Romani Studies from Charles University, Prague.

ERRC: You are leading ARA ART, the only organisa-
tion in the Czech Republic devoted to the rights of  the 
Roma LGBTQ. Why do you think Czech Roma need 
an organisation like yours?

David Tišer: I think the world cares about people being op-
pressed either within the LGBTQ or in the Roma commu-
nity, but there isn’t any kind of  research or study that would 
provide enough information about the Roma-LGBTQ mi-
nority. When there is a debate in a given country around 
LGBTQ issues, that debate is mainly focused on LGBTQ 
people within the majority society and their integration. But 
LGBTQ people in the Roma minority suffer from multiple 
cases of  discrimination - they are subject to discrimination 
because of  being Roma and being not heterosexual. It is 
completely depressing for those who are affected.

They have huge difficulties even in the Roma community, 
which clings to traditional family patterns and rejects ho-
mosexuality. It is very hard being a Roma and belonging 
to the LGBTQ group - people from the Roma-LGBTQ 
community do not even contact each other in person, only 
for example through the Internet. 

You mentioned during the roundtable discussion that you 
have been fighting for Roma LGBTQ rights for 8 years 
now. Unfortunately you couldn’t get in touch with Roma 
communities concerning this issue for over 4 years. Why?

It wasn’t easy to gain trust in the Roma community with 
LGBTQ issues. It took 4 years until they started to trust 
me. The field research I did in 2014 can partly explain this. 
The decision to admit that someone is a homosexual is af-
fected by fear of  the reaction of  the rest of  the communi-
ty. In Roma communities, the family is the most important 
thing, partly because of  discrimination from the majority 
society. The home is the only safe place. Except for LG-
BTQ people: they usually lose this safety as soon as they 
come out. They become stigmatised in their own family.

Can you give me an example for this?

There is a shocking and interesting story of  a transgender 
man who participated in my survey. The person underwent 
surgery and is now male. After the operation, his family said 
that their son had become really healthy because SHE wasn’t 
a lesbian anymore, now HE is straight. It shows clearly the 
confusion and misunderstanding around this issue.

In your research you tried to find out whether there 
are any improvements between the Roma communi-
ty and LGBTQ people in the Czech Republic. What 
did you find?

I interviewed several LGBTQ people. It seems that be-
ing gay is a very shameful thing in most Roma families. 
To come out is always difficult, but in Roma communi-
ties people often face excommunication from the family or 
even from the whole community. But there is a difference 
between generations: young Roma do not primarily per-
ceive homosexuality as a problem anymore. Also, the situ-
ation and positive approach to homosexuality in the Czech 
Republic has been a huge help for Roma as well. 

Are there any interesting characteristics of  Roma LG-
BTQ people?

I think the education of  the Roma-LGBTQ minority is 
quite interesting. Although Roma in the Czech Republic 
usually attend Roma-only schools or classes and so gain 
worse education than people belonging to the majority so-
ciety, the number of  educated individuals among LGBTQ 
Roma is enormously high. We can assume that among ho-
mosexual Roma the education level is higher than among 
heterosexual Roma. If  Roma society keeps on discriminat-
ing against its own LGBTQ community and punishing 
homosexuals for being homosexuals, they cannot expect 
these educated members of  their society to deal with the 
Roma question and therefore help to improve the way the 
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Roma minority is perceived by the majority society. The 
situation is changing: today we don’t only have young, but 
also elderly Roma homosexuals in our organisation, who 
are really active and willing to change our society, especially 
the Roma community. 

Do you think that something else may have changed 
in the past few years concerning Roma LGBTQ com-
munities generally in Europe. Do you regard Roma as 
more active now? 

In my opinion we will be even more active and more visible 
in the future. Recently, we organised a conference on Roma 
LGBTQ issues this year in Prague. 28 Roma people coming 
from 12 different countries attended the conference. Slowly, 
Roma communities have started to consider the LGBTQ is-
sue more seriously. People in the Czech Republic still believe 
that you only find gay or lesbian people among the majority 
society. We want to make people aware of  the fact that there 
is an LGBTQ scene in our community as well.

Of  course the whole society must improve the rights of  
gay people: the huge LGBTQ scene needs support.

What do you think about the future of  LGBTQ 
Roma? When will it be easier to be Roma and gay at 
the same time?

Well, I think we’re visible now but it will take some decades 
to achieve real and relevant change. The reason is that it’s 

a really personal and challenging topic so it will need some 
time. Nevertheless, I’m convinced that Roma LGBTQ 
rights in general will improve in countries like the Czech 
Republic or Hungary. 

Do you believe that young LGBTQ people can change 
the restricted view of  their parents and the elderly? 

Yes, take me as an example. I’m accepted by my family and 
my family is accepted as well. Therefore other families will 
be accepted too. I mean, parents will love you, whether you 
are gay or not. If  people have personal experience and get in 
touch with this topic, they accept it. Parents who are ‘affected’ 
should enter into a common dialogue with each other. So my 
mother talked with other families and made them aware of  
the situation and she explained how it is to have a gay son.
 
You’ve mentioned that one of  your goals is to specify 
intersex discrimination and Roma LGBTQ discrimi-
nation in national laws of  countries. Do you think 
that you can achieve more through a legal struggle or 
by building up a movement and giving information 
to the communities? 

I think both have to work. First of  all, we need a European 
Roma LGBTQ platform which we have already estab-
lished at the first Roma LGBTQ conference. We are in the 
European Union, so if  EU organisations start to change 
their attitudes towards LGBTQ people, our national gov-
ernments might change too.
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