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Lessons learnt 

 

 

 

 

The project "Consult us. Roma are not garbage" supported by Roma Initiatives Office between 
September - December 2016 was run by Desire Foundation in partnership with the Community 
Association of Roma from Coastei and with emerging groups of Roma activists from Cantonului 
street and from Dallas colony of Pata Rât, Cluj-Napoca, Romania. The project built up and 
empowered a heterogeneous advocacy team that fights against environmental racism as a 
form of anti-Gypsysm, and demands safeguarding measures and consultations with the 
affected people in case of infrastructural investments via community mobilization that 
transcends ethnic boundaries. 
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Issues addressed and their local context 

The concrete cases that our campaign addressed were the construction of the new landfills 
nearby the Pata Rât dwelling areas, and as well as the intermodal transport system connecting 
the airport and the Someșeni Railway Station, possibly affecting the dwellers from Cantonului 
street. The landfill was the working place of hundreds of people (settled in the colony named 
Dallas) since the end of the 1960s. Their labor has always been precarious not only because it 
was underpaid, but also due to the fact that it was not legally recognized (similar to how their 
housing was also regarded as illegal). The closing down of the old landfill in June 2015 and the 
opening of the two new, supposedly ecological landfills in October 2015 brought new 
challenges for these people. The companies running the landfills continue to fail in properly 
recognizing their work and deny any provision of labor rights, similar to public authorities who 
disregard their informal and insecure housing conditions. Another colony circa 1000 meters 
away from the landfill (Cantonului street), inhabited by impoverished Roma evicted from the 
city, among them homeless people, in several waves since the middle of the 1990s, besides the 
conditions of informal housing is also precariatized by the accumulation of garbage in the very 
vicinity of the shacks. People are told that their garbage cannot be lifted and taken to the 
nearby landfill or anywhere else because it is not selectively collected garbage. Public 
authorities keep denying their responsibilities towards people of Cantonului street, which are, 
however, inscribed into several official documents that the City Hall issued in the past two 
decades. Precarious living conditions and the over-crowdedness of the area are putting under 
different risks the inhabitants, among them health-related issues, fires and other accidents, and 
eventually their life. Moreover, another community in the vicinity of the landfill, the one 
evicted by the City Hall from Coastei Street and forcefully relocated to the modular houses built 
by the authorities near the landfill. These people have been legally living in Pata Rât since the 
relocation in 2010. Through authorizing the new landfills in October 2015, public authorities 
agreed to a "solution for the waste crises”. In fact, this meant placing the latter at a distance 
that disregards the provisions of Law 349/2005, which does not allow the construction of 
polluting premises (such as landfills) at a distance below 1000 meters from dwelling areas.  

 

 

STOP environmental racism by a variety of advocacy and campaigning actions  

The practices from above affecting the Roma landfill workers and people living in the three 
mentioned areas of Pata Rât display an environmental racism which racialize and inferiorize 
them as second hand citizens or as less human, whose life does not count. With these issues in 
our minds, the campaign conducted several types of advocacy and campaigning actions such as: 
traditional policy advocacy, legal advocacy, creating public pressure through innovative means, 
direct protesting, and building coalitions. The great variety of our actions was an important 
ingredient of the project's success in what regards the empowerment and mobilization of 
people whose housing and labor rights are violated and who, by the means of the project's 
actions could collectively act as a political actor aware of its entitlement to justice.   
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Analysis- based advocacy for safeguarding measures 

The project team included 10 members employed with contracts on the project, out of whom 5 
Roma with domicile in Pata Rât (Cantonului street, modular houses, Dallas), and as well as 3 
volunteers, a Roma with domicile on Cantonului street and two non-Roma. Members of the 
team differed not only by ethnicity, but also by their gender, age, professional background and 
social status. From the genuine atmosphere of cooperation within our heterogeneous group a 
creative interaction emerged between the participating sociologists, artists, lawyer, and 
activists from Pata Rât.  As a result of this, we collected information about the Pata Rât landfills 
and related legislation, we were able to identify and analyze the legal gaps and institutional 
negligence leading to the authorization of polluting sites at a distance under 1000 meters and 
their effects on people's life, and as well as to the unfair regulation of the landfill workers' 
employment. Furthermore, on the base of this social and legal analysis we were able to 
conduct our legal advocacy supporting the following cause: involved authorities and 
companies should be obliged to investigate the social and human impact of infrastructural 
development projects on the life of people that are directly affected by these projects and, in 
case these have criminal effects they should give up on implementing them and/or should 
provide people with safeguarding measures.   

 

 

Activist struggle against anti-Gypsysm 

In our investigation and documentation work via advocacy actions such as participating on 
public meetings and petitioning,  we touched on four specific subjects: (1) the work of the Pata 
Rât landfill laborers; (2) the settlement of the two new temporary landfills at a distance below 
1000 meters from the modular houses area that was created legally as a housing area by the 
City Hall in 2010 in order to be provided to the families evicted from Coastei street; (3) the 
negligence of the duties of the City in the past 20 years in what regards the housing conditions 
of dwellers from Cantonului street that are responsible for threatening people's security, health 
and even life; (4) the total negligence of the social and human impact of some infrastructural 
development projects or public investments and the lack of applying safeguarding measures for 
people affected by such interventions. Eventually, as a result of combining everyday 
knowledge with sociological scrutiny we could demonstrate what environmental racism is, 
how does it function in relation with impoverished Roma as a form of anti-Gypsysm and what 
are its criminal outcomes in what regards not only people's socio-economic rights and human 
dignity, but as well as their health and life. 
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Addressing the interconnectedness of housing and labor rights 

Besides being a personal learning experience, the attendance of formal meetings with public 
authorities (Cluj-Napoca Local Council, Cluj County Council, Prefecture) or even the preparation 
and submission of petitions or letters to them and to other relevant local, county and national 
institutions meant for the team members forging their political activism for social rights and 
demanding to be consulted and considered when infrastructural development programs 
affecting people are to be conceived by decision-makers.  On the base of the lived experiences 
of the team members with domicile in Pata Rât and of the prior collaboration between them 
and other members of the project group, our campaign and advocacy addressed both the right 
to live in a healthy environment and the negative effects of being forced to make a living in a 
polluted area in many cases without access to elementary material resources of a decent life, 
and the labor rights of the landfill workers.  This perspective enabled us to reaffirm with more 
and stronger arguments how the violation of housing rights are going hand in hand with the 
violation of labor rights, or how informal labor is interlinked with informal housing, or how 
the precariatized labor force is forced to make a living within marginal spaces denied of 
developmental resources. 

 

The project's contribution to empowerment  

The project had an important role and part to play in the formation of a grassroots activist 
movement in Cluj-Napoca struggling for an anti-racist politics on the domain of housing and 
employment. This process was facilitated and marked by the advocacy and campaigning actions 
during which the group learnt how to act together, how to jointly plan the interventions, how 
to contribute to their fulfillment, how to produce campaigning materials by the means of a 
multiple authorship, and how to mobilize larger communities. Since this happened under the 
umbrella of Foundation Desire, this project had a contribution (1) to empower marginalized 
persons belonging to a precariatized working class to become part of a local progressive 
trans-ethnic anti-racist movement for socio-economic rights, and (2) to re-position our 
foundation as a civil society organization that assumes a critical role in this movement. 

 

Community mobilization      

Our project team managed to mobilize the tenants of the Pata Rât area in several actions that 
were occasions by which we could disseminate the campaign and advocacy materials jointly 
produced by the team members, such as: participation on the public meetings of local 
authorities; joining some events in the city organized by others; taking part in the production of 
video testimonials about living and laboring in the area; preparing and running the public event 
on the public commemorative event "Pata rămâne a tuturor" (The stain lingers on) including a 
street march, an eviction scene and a multimedia exhibition in the courtyard of the Museum of 
Art).  
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Campaign materials #Roma are not garbage  

 

The project team communicated its actions and produced materials on the website of 
Foundation Desire (http://www.desire-ro.eu/?page_id=2465) under a specific logo that our 
designer created for the campaign, but also on different Facebook posts (walls of individuals, 
events, groups) under the hashtag Consultaține.#Romiinusuntgunoaie. These materials were 
also  distributed offline among local and county councilors, dwellers from Pata Rât, and at 
public events on which we took part or organized.  

 Campaign map of Pata Rât: http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2480 

 Participation at the "Marathon of the Companies" organized in Cluj-Napoca in 
September 2016 with our campaign team running under the emblem of "Come to the 
last spot" (http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2551) 

 Cluj-Napoca postcards with messages from Pata Rât: http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2862;  
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2865; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2868  

 Video-testimonials of people from Pata Rât: http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2681; 
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2737 

 Solidarity messages from local personalities and activists from abroad: 
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2741; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2744; 
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2574; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2659; 
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2697; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2959; 
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2671 

 Protest-materials and speeches at the Local Council meeting: http://www.desire-
ro.eu/?p=2797; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2829; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2791. 

 Petition "Pata rămâne a tuturor: Say NO to the ghettoization of Pata Rat. Say NO to 
environmental racism. Say YES to public housing in the city" - http://www.desire-
ro.eu/?p=2856 

 Video-montage "Pata rămâne a tuturor" presented at the multimedia exhibition with 
the same title: http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2916 

 Banners and other materials posted at the multimedia exhibition "Pata rămâne a 
tuturor": http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2874; http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2874, 
http://www.desire-ro.eu/?cat=125 

 The film of the commemorative event Pata rămâne a tuturor/ The stain lingers on, 
17.12.2016, http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2996, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yBGLh8_wauA 

 Co-organizing the event 17.12.2016 entitled Pata rămâne a tuturor/ The Stain lingers on 
- http://www.desire-ro.eu/?p=2859, 
https://www.facebook.com/events/1357501877607851/ 
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Next steps 

 

The collaborative analysis we have made have also helped us to identify the problems that 
could not be solved at local level in "negotiations" with local institutions, and should be 
addressed at national level or in court. But these next steps, even if identified by the "Consult 
us. Roma are not garbage" campaign could not be taken during the lifetime of this project given 
its short timeframe (4 months) and limitations regarding the nature of actions (ex. excluding 
litigation). The project team looks  

On the one hand, Foundation Desire, and the activist group including people residing in Pata 
Rât that it nurtured, plans to extend the circle of its collaborators and, by this, its impact. More 
persons and organizations should be mobilized in order to fight for an anti-racist politics both 
on the domain of housing and employment. On the other hand, Foundation Desire plans to 
continue re-enforcing socio-economic rights, including labor and housing rights by strategic 
litigation. Likewise, it will seek to contribute to the re-shaping of the national legislation on 
these matters.  

 


