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Chapter 13
Differing Romani Mobilities? The Case 
of Cross-Border Migration of Roma 
Between Slovenia and Austria

Julija Sardelić

Different public debates discuss the position of Roma in Europe as if they were one 
of the most mobile populations in Europe. The position of mobile Romani individu-
als became especially visible after the 2004 and 2007 European Union (EU) 
Enlargements. However, only a certain type of mobility of intra EU Romani migrants 
became particularly highlighted by the headlines of European Media: the one that 
more or less corresponded to a stereotypical image of a “Roma nomad” and depicted 
Roma as a potential threat to the social welfare systems of host states. This chapter 
argues that the reasons why Romani individuals become mobile are more complex 
and diverse than of those presented in the European public domain. The chapter 
traces life histories of Slovenian citizens who identify as Roma and have been 
mobile for work between Slovenia and Austria. It offers counter-narratives on how 
differing mobility practices of different Romani individuals are.

13.1  Introduction

At the beginning of April 2014, a group from the Romani civil society in Slovenia 
held a protest under the slogan “No Tolerance for Intolerance” to commemorate 
International Romani Day (8th April). In the town of Murska Sobota, the capital of 
the north-east region of Pomurje, and the place in Slovenia with the largest Romani 
population (M.R. 2017), they painted over a piece graffiti to counter its message of 
intolerance. The graffiti stated: “Disabled people have to work, while Roma misters 
are enjoying themselves.” (Pojbič 2014).1 This statement conveyed a wide-spread 

1 All texts that were not originally in English but in Slovenian, including the interviews, were trans-
lated by the author.
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prejudice towards Roma: that they do not want to work, and prefer to live a life of 
leisure on social benefits. Commenting on the graffiti, the President of the Roma 
Community Council in Slovenia, Darko Rudaš, stated: “Roma would very much 
like to work, but they have become the greatest losers on the labour market, due to 
the combination of the economic crisis and prejudice towards them” (in Pojbič 
2014). Rudaš added:

In the Pomurje region, Roma cannot get any employment despite the fact they want to work. 
The prejudice still exists from the side of the employers. Because of that many found their 
employment in neighbouring Austria, where we have identified more than 500 Roma work-
ers. Most of the work they do is heavy manual labour that Austrians decline. […] Despite 
the fact they have to drive 100 kilometres just to get there, in Austria they are respected as 
responsible workers. (Pomurec 2014)

This chapter contextualizes the mobility practices of those Roma who are Slovenian 
citizens working in Austria. The image of Roma living on social benefits rather than 
working exists in various national contexts (Richardson 2014; Ciaian and Kancs 
2016; Martin et al. 2017), although this prejudice has also expanded beyond simply 
national contexts. For example, it also appeared in the debates on EU citizenship 
and how Romani individuals practice and engage with their supranational citizen-
ship (Parker 2012; Parker and Toke 2013; Aradau et al. 2013; Çağlar and Mehling 
2013; Faure Atger 2013; Ram 2013). After the fall of the Berlin Wall and in the 
discussions that occurred on EU accession for the former socialist countries with 
high Romani populations (especially Bulgaria and Romania), the public discourse 
perpetuated the fear that Roma would move en masse towards “old” EU Member 
States (Guglielmo and Waters 2005; Sardelić 2018). This fear was not only based on 
that of mass migration, but also on a perception that Romani migration is particu-
larly unwanted (Yuval Davis et  al. 2017; Richardson 2014; Martin et  al. 2017; 
Vermeersch 2013).

Neither the public discourse nor the scholarly literature have previously dis-
cussed the migration and mobility of Roma who are Slovenian citizens. While there 
are no official numbers of how many Slovenian citizens who identify as Roma are 
migrating or moving between Slovenia and Austria, the unofficial number of 500 
that Rudaš put forward seems low. However, taking into account that only 3246 
Slovenian citizens declared themselves as Roma in the most recent population cen-
sus (Office for National Minorities 2005), this number becomes statistically higher. 
More importantly, with his statement Rudaš highlighted a particular form of cross- 
border mobility that was previously overlooked by the media and policymakers, as 
well as in scholarly debates.

This chapter explores who the Romani individuals are, who either commute 
between Slovenia and Austria, or have migrated permanently to Austria. It presents 
excerpts from life story interviews with Romani individuals who are or were prac-
ticing their rights as EU citizens to work in another EU Member State. The general 
aim of the chapter is not to point out a pattern that could be labelled as either Romani 
migration or mobility, but rather to show that there are alternative narratives to what 
is usually seen as “Romani migration” in Europe. The chapter seeks to point to 
 differing mobility practices by Roma in the EU, which are usually not discussed in 
public debates and are not connected to “Romani migration”.
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In the first section, the chapter highlights the representation of Romani migrants 
in Europe, and indicates that there is a lack of reliable statistics on how many Roma 
actually do migrate in the EU.2 In the second part, the chapter contextualises the 
migration and mobility of Roma from Slovenia within the migration history of the 
former Yugoslav space and the position of Roma in Slovenia. In the third part, it 
focuses on the narratives of individuals who offer their own perspectives on the 
reasons why they move between Austria and Slovenia, or why they have migrated 
for employment. The chapter concludes with a discussion on what new insights 
these narratives give on the social construct of Romani migrants and migration in 
Europe.

13.2  The Representation of Romani Migrants in Europe

In the public discourse there has been a certain representation of what Romani migra-
tion is, and of who such migrants are. Romani migrants with EU citizenship have 
usually been represented either as beggars (Yuval Davis et al. 2017) or “benefit tour-
ists” (Richardson 2014; Martin et al. 2017; Sardelić 2018). However, in recent years 
scholarly research has shown that the migration and mobility of Roma are not as 
homogenous as assumed in the media discourse (Nacu 2010; Grill 2012; Vermeersch 
2012; Pantea 2012; Vlase and Voicu 2013). Some studies show that differences in 
migration patterns do not arise simply because of ethnicity, but need to be observed 
from an intersectional perspective, and include the consideration of, for example, 
gender and class (Nacu 2010; Kóczé 2017). However, a large proportion of this 
research focuses on particular migration patterns of Roma, especially from countries 
such as Romania to countries like the UK (Matras and Leggio 2018; Humphris 
2017), Spain (Magazzini and Piemontese 2016; Vrabiescu and Kalir 2017), Italy 
(Solimene 2011; Hepworth 2012) and France (Ram 2013; Sardelić 2017a), as well as 
on the construction of the representation of the poor Roma migrant (Richardson 
2014; Ciaian and Kancs 2016). This image of a poor Roma migrant has been used to 
show the limits of EU citizenship (Parker 2012) as well as in broader debates on the 
politics around migration in general, such as those seen around the UK’s EU mem-
bership referendum (Brexit)3 and benefit tourism by EU citizens (Sardelić 2018). As 
Can Yildiz and Nicholas De Genova argued, the position of Roma migrants indicates 
the “larger politics of mobility as a constitutive feature of the socio-political forma-
tion of the EU” (Yildiz and Genova 2017). In the debates on EU citizenship, the 
position of Romani migrants in particular has been presented as an indicator of the 
limits to the EU’s free movement policies (Faure Atger 2013; Sardelić 2018).

What is more, the latest research on the discourse surrounding Romani migrants 
shows that they are being framed not simply as an ethnic group, but as a “racialized 
minority” in Europe (Yildiz and Genova 2017; Kóczé 2017; Van Baar 2017; 

2 For a problematisation of reliable statistics see the contribution by Vera Messing in this volume.
3 See the contribution by Viktor Leggio in this volume.
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McGarry 2017; Sardelić 2017b). They are visible despite the fact that the available 
numbers (or better yet, estimates) show they are not one of the most dominant 
migrant groups in Europe. As Claude Cahn and Elsphet Guild stated:

Information on Romani migration has, if anything, been overproduced. The arrival of one 
hundred or two hundred Roma from another country can trigger front-page news coverage 
in the yellow press and more serious media for days. However, beyond certain particular 
micro-scenarios, reliable statistical data on Romani migration is largely unavailable. (Cahn 
and Guild 2008: 33)

While population censuses tend to underestimate the Romani population, since 
many Romani individuals prefer not to identify themselves as such (Bernát and 
Messing 2016), Cahn and Guild claim that the media has an effect of overestimating 
the number of Romani migrants. According to these authors, some sources estimate 
that there are around 30,000 Romani migrants in Germany, 80,000  in Italy, and 
some 20,000 in Austria, as well as 6000 Roma migrants from Romania in the UK 
(Cahn and Guild 2008: 33). In most of these countries, the migrants identified as 
Roma did not simply start coming with the 2004 and 2007 EU enlargements, but had 
longer migratory connections with these places, where they came as forced migrants 
during the Yugoslav wars (Perić and Demirovski 2000; Sigona 2003; Solimene 
2011; Sardelić 2017a). Some other studies show that there is a greater number of 
mobile Roma between neighbouring countries. For example, informal estimates 
have shown around 100,000 Roma moving in different mobility patterns between 
Albania and Greece (Cahn and Guild 2008), but this cross-border migration between 
neighbouring countries has sparked little scholarly attention (Vullnetari 2012). 
There has also been very little quantitative research done on what are the aspirations 
of Romani individuals in migratory processes and what countries are the most desir-
able for them. A study on the emigration intentions of Roma showed that in certain 
contexts they give preference to those countries that are either neighbouring or 
closer geographically. For example, Roma with the intention to emigrate from the 
Czech Republic indicated Austria, Slovakia and Germany as their top destination 
countries, while those from Bulgaria indicated Turkey as their favoured country 
(Duval and Wolff 2016). On the other hand, Roma from three former Yugoslav 
republics, Croatia, Serbia and Macedonia, all stated that Austria was one of their top 
choices (ibid.). Since Serbia and Macedonia are at the present EU candidate coun-
tries, this shows that the choices of most desirable countries for emigration are not 
only based on the EU free movement policy, but also on particular constellations in 
the countries of origin and specific histories of migration (Sardelić 2017b).

13.3  Migration Histories of Roma from the Former Yugoslav 
Space

While Duval and Wolff (2016) did not include Slovenia in their studies on the emi-
gration intentions of Roma, certain parallels can be found with other post-Yugoslav 
countries due to their common historical backgrounds. The Former Socialist 
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Federative Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) was the first socialist country to sign a 
number of bilateral agreements with the countries from the former Western Bloc. 
These bilateral agreements allowed Yugoslav citizens to seek temporary employ-
ment abroad (Novinšćak 2009). SFRY had such an agreement both with Germany 
and Austria. For the former Yugoslavia, this arrangement was one way to address 
the issue of unemployment, especially in rural areas. However, as I argued in my 
previous work (Sardelić 2017a), it was also partially done to address the problem of 
unemployment among Roma who were Yugoslav citizens. There are no reliable 
numbers regarding how many Yugoslav Roma sought employment in Austria or 
Germany (Matras 2000), as at the time they were simply included in the statistics 
with other Yugoslav Gastarbeiters. Due to the previous migratory networks, many 
Romani individuals from Yugoslavia also sought asylum in Austria during the 
Yugoslav wars (Cahn and Guild 2008). While they were in most cases given only 
temporary protection status (Sardelić 2017c), it was often not clear whether Roma 
from conflict-ridden Kosovo and other parts of the former Yugoslavia moved to 
Austria and Germany as labour migrants or as forced migrants. The labour/forced 
migration dichotomy also constitutes the main difference in the positioning of those 
Roma who later became Slovenian citizens. Roma with Slovenian citizenship were 
not affected by the Yugoslav wars to such an extent as those from other former 
Yugoslav countries. They were always labour migrants and not asylum seekers. In 
addition, Slovenia borders Austria, and a number of Romani settlements are located 
in the vicinity of the Slovenian-Austrian border. This contributed to a specific form 
of commuting between the two countries, as I will discuss in the next sections.

13.4  The Position of Roma in Slovenia

To date there has not been any academic account on the mobility and migration of 
Roma from Slovenia. Moreover, until recently (Sardelić 2016; Szilvasi 2018) the 
discussion on the position of Roma in Slovenia generally did not attract a great 
amount of international scholarly attention. From the policy-making perspective, 
Slovenia was not a full participatory member of the Decade of Roma Inclusion 
(2005–2015),4 but rather had an observatory status, like the United States. Slovenia 
also positioned itself on the international stage based on the perception that it was a 
country that underwent a smooth post-socialist transition without any significant 
rise in “ethnic tensions” or hostility towards its minorities. After gaining indepen-
dence, there were only a few critical accounts of how Slovenia positioned its 

4 The Decade of Roma Inclusion was launched in 2005 and represented the first transnational proj-
ect which meant to improve the social and political conditions of the Roma. Twelve European 
countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, and Spain) developed a National Action Plan 
to improve the condition of the Roma in the Decade’s priority areas of education, employment, 
health and housing. Slovenia and the USA were external observer (UNDP 2015).
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minority citizens, but, since the turn of the millennium, more analysis on this topic 
has emerged (Zorn 2009; Deželan 2012; Sardelić 2017a). Slovenia not only man-
aged to escape the extensive conflicts that were seen in most other post-Yugoslav 
states, but also did not experience a major economic downfall in the 1990s, as suf-
fered by other states undergoing post-socialist transitions. Some scholars argue that 
after its independence Slovenia developed policies that protected its minority citi-
zens, including Romani as well as the Hungarian and Italian minorities (Klopčič 
2007). Finally, one can argue that the position of Roma in Slovenia also attracted 
very little scholarly attention due to the fact that this population is very small com-
pared to other post-socialist states. Therefore, their migration would not have repre-
sented such a problem with regard to the EU policy of free movement. According to 
the 2002 population census, just 3246 individuals declared themselves as Roma 
(Office for National Minorities 2005). However, even earlier unofficial estimates by 
different Romani activists only range between 10,000 and 50,000 individuals who 
could be identified as Roma (Latham 1999: 221). Most Roma in Slovenia live in two 
rural regions: Dolenjska, located on the Slovenian south border with Croatia, and 
Pomurje, which is the most eastern region in the country, bordering Austria to the 
north, Croatia to the south and Hungary to the east (Sardelić 2012).

Although the Romani minority in Slovenia is small, they are among those 
Slovenian citizens who still face major obstacles when entering the labour market. 
According to the National Programme of Measures for Roma 2010–2015, produced 
by the Government of Slovenia, 2193 Roma were registered at the Employment 
Office of Slovenia as unemployed, which represented 2.5% of all unemployed resi-
dents in the country (Government of the Republic of Slovenia 2010). At the same 
time, comparing this figure with the number of all those who identified themselves 
as Roma, this would indicated that 67% of this population was unemployed. Yet the 
question is whether this number reflects the reality, since there is are discrepancies 
in the various estimations. Furthermore, according to the National Programme, in 
2009 a total of 890 Roma were included into the active employment policy mea-
sures. According to the National Programme, 79 Romani individuals were regis-
tered as having regular employment in Slovenia with an open-ended contract. 
Importantly, the National Programme did not count as employed those Romani 
migrants who were working outside Slovenia.

13.5  Contextualizing Economic Migration of Roma 
from the Pomurje Region

As part of my PhD studies, I conducted fieldwork in several Roma communities in 
the region of Pomurje in 2012. During this fieldwork, I conducted 20 in-depth semi- 
structured interviews with individuals who identified themselves as Roma. In addi-
tion, I also performed participant observation and many informal conversations with 
various members of these selected communities. In October 2017, I conducted 
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another series of interviews, in the form of life stories, with those individuals who I 
had previously identified during my fieldwork as having experience of being 
employed in Austria. These life stories are particularly focused on the employment 
histories of four individuals. At that time, Maria was working as a deputy manager 
of a section in a grocery shop; Tania was working as an integration officer for EU 
citizens (mostly Roma), and as a teacher of German as a second language; Kiki used 
to work in the factory dealing with leather materials for luxury cars in Austria, but 
since then moved to Berlin; finally, Andi occasionally worked in Austria doing sea-
sonal work on different farms. In this section I will present their views on why they 
found employment in Austria, and why many Roma from Slovenia decide to seek 
employment in this neighbouring country.

All interviews were conducted in Slovenian: this was either the mother tongue of 
the interviewees or they had a knowledge of it on the level of a native speaker, while 
most of them were also fluent in German. Since some of the issues discussed could 
be considered ethically sensitive, and Romani settlements in Slovenia are relatively 
small (with an average of 200 inhabitants in each), in order to preserve the anonym-
ity of the interviewees, I decided not only to use pseudonyms, but also not to name 
the Roma settlements from which these individuals came from, although all are 
located in the Pomurje region. According to the 2002 population census and other 
unofficial estimates by different civil society organizations, Roma account for up to 
10% of the population in Pomurje (Klopčič 2007), which is considered to be 
Slovenia’s poorest and most rural region. The region was severely hit by the last 
financial crisis, since many large textile factories, which by means of state aid had 
survived the post-socialist transition, collapsed after 2008. These collapses hap-
pened when the government decided not to continue giving subsidies to the local 
factories, which in their best years, during the socialist period, employed up to sev-
eral thousand people (Fink Hafner 2010: 1165).

The greatest number of Romani settlements in this region are located in the 
vicinity of the Austrian border, while some are close to the Croatian border or in the 
proximity of the Hungarian border. These settlements were mainly established as 
permanent living spaces in the years after WWII and up to the 1970s, when a state 
decree was issued stipulating that all Romani children should also be included in the 
education system (Sardelić 2012). In the fieldwork conducted in 2012, I carried out 
my research in two settlements located near the Austrian and Croatian borders. Very 
early in my work it became clear to me that the settlement near the Austrian border 
did not fit the stereotypical image of a Roma settlement, and did not distinguish 
itself from other villages populated by the majority population. In the Romani com-
munities near the Austrian border, where I also conducted my research, the data 
collected demonstrated that the unemployment rate among its inhabitants was not 
significantly higher in comparison to that seen among the majority population in the 
region, and remained similar even with the emergence of the economic crisis. Yet as 
Rudaš stated (Pomurec 2014), this was not because these individuals were able to 
find employment in Slovenia, but precisely because of their proximity to Austria.

The Roma settlements in Slovenia near the Austrian border, where I conducted 
my research, were considered by media and public authorities to be an example of 
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“best practice” when it comes to Romani integration in Slovenia (see Institute for 
Ethnic Studies 2004). As described in the previous paragraph, unemployment did 
not pose a major challenge in these settlements, even after the onset of the economic 
crisis, as also noted by the interviewees. Still, this portrayal is somewhat paradoxi-
cal. This is because the success of these Roma settlements and their residents cannot 
be attributed to the full inclusion in the labour market in Slovenia, since most of the 
inhabitants found official gainful employment in the neighbouring state of Austria.

Romani individuals are not the only Slovenian citizens who sought employment 
in Austria. According to different sources there are approximately 20,000 Slovenian 
citizens who work in Austria and commute on a daily basis (Reporter 2017). 
However, according to the opinion of most interviewees, most Slovenian citizens 
who are Roma and employed find work in the neighbouring state.

13.6  Romani Individuals as Economic Migrants: Life Stories 
Between Slovenia and Austria

One of the first things I discussed with Maria (a woman in her early 30s, originally 
from a Roma settlement near the Austrian border), was her employment status, 
when she was still in Slovenia. She stated that the employment she had in Slovenia 
was based on projects to improve the position of Roma, usually funded by the EU:

When I was working in Slovenia, I was at first working on a project, and then the project 
was over, I got a job on another project in Pomurje. But there were some complications 
there, I did not get regular payment. And then I was unemployed for some time. […] But I 
am now so old that I did not want to be dependent on my parents. I decided to go to Austria.

Tania, a woman in her early 30s with a master’s degree who was the president of a 
Romani NGO in Slovenia, also migrated permanently to Austria. Similar to Maria, 
she felt that in Slovenia she could only get so-called “project work”:

I had a feeling it will be very difficult for me to get employment. I thought that if I get 
employment there, I would only be able to work on projects. This would be employment 
only for couple of years. And then nothing. In Austria, I saw there are better possibilities, 
but also there were personal reasons why I decided to go to Austria.

I asked the interviewees what they saw as the reasons why Roma are looking 
employment in Austria. Maria responded that the region of Pomurje is already dis-
advantaged and there is a lack of jobs, especially for Roma. Local employers were 
usually non-Roma Slovenians, and would also prefer to employ other non- Roma 
Slovenians:

Pomurje is so small that everybody knows you. This should not have an effect, but it does, 
because everyone knows you. But there is really a big problem with unemployment there, 
not only among Roma. And employers would rather give employment to someone else [to 
a non-Roma Slovenian] and not to me.

J. Sardelić
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However, Andi, a man in his early 30s from a different Roma settlement, proposed 
that this does not only happen in Pomurje. After finishing high-school, he was work-
ing in the army, which later on cut the number of employees. After he lost his job, 
he worked in different short-term jobs with longer periods of being unemployed, 
and he then decided to start doing seasonal jobs in Austria. He claimed that one of 
the main reasons for his seeking employment in Austria was not just that the region 
where he came from was disadvantaged, but also the general prejudice towards 
Roma, which is found in other parts of Slovenia too:

Pomurje is an economically disadvantaged region, but I also went to Maribor, I also had job 
interviews in Celje, in Novo mesto and Velenje, and it was the same. When they see you, 
they say they have other candidates. One even told me that he had a bad experience with 
Roma, and while he believes me that I am hard working he still said no.

Tania stated that she had a similar experience with the employment services in 
Slovenia:

In my opinion, there are not many jobs available. But this is not the main reason. I think it 
is still true that no matter if you have education they would rather take someone else, not 
Roma. The only exception is if the job requires knowledge of the Romani language or is in 
any way connected to Roma. I still remember when I was at the Employment Office, the 
employment advisor there was shocked that I wanted to write in my employment profile 
that I can speak Romani. She told me between the lines that she was afraid this would be a 
reason why I would not get a job. This was shocking for me.

Kiki, a man in his early 50s who had completed vocational training, said that the 
reason why many people decide to migrate to Austria was for the better salaries:

The salaries are better. When I was working there, I had 1,200 euros. When I worked two 
Saturdays, I got to 1,400 euros. That was my salary. That was my net salary.

Tania stated that it is not only the better pay, but also the social welfare system that 
attracts many people to decide to work in Austria. Also, similar to most of the inter-
viewees, Tania said that Austrians do not see Roma as unwanted Romani migrants, 
but simply as foreigners:

It is because of the better structured social welfare system. All the Roma employed in 
Austria, their children also get social benefits. […] Also a higher salary. And there is very 
little discrimination on the basis that they are Roma. They are seen as foreigners who work 
in Austria.

In another interview, Kiki explained his employment history and stated that although 
he has worked in construction for over a decade there was a lack of genuine oppor-
tunities for progressing in his career in Slovenia, or getting a better salary:

You know how it is in Slovenia, everything is falling apart, and there is no employment. 
[…] When I was doing my truck driving license exam, then this [employee at the employ-
ment centre], she said that: “You know mister, you chose a difficult profession”. And I 
asked her why. She said driving trucks is difficult. And I asked her: “So should I work with 
a shovel my entire life?”. […] I was working in construction for 11 years in Slovenia, regu-
larly. But then I started working with metal [picking and selling scrap metal]. But then the 
employment centre gave this opportunity if you wanted to get into another profession, and 
then I wanted to become a truck driver, and I passed all my exams on the first try. Then I 
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was sent to Maribor for a specialized health exam. And they found out that I have colour 
blindness. And then I said to the doctor: “Look, when I went to the army they said that I am 
able to go, but I already had colour blindness then”. I was in the army for 150 days. I had a 
feeling that this doctor did not want me to progress.

I asked Tania when was it that more Romani individuals with Slovenian citizenship 
started working in Austria. She stated that it was when Slovenia joined the EU, but 
even more so with the economic crisis in 2008, when jobs in Pomurje became even 
more difficult to come by. However, her reply was twofold and conveyed a complex 
reality: while the younger generation from her Romani settlement started migrating 
for work after the economic crisis, there was already a tradition of working abroad 
from when Slovenia was still a part of socialist Yugoslavia:

From my former settlement, out of those who have employment, 80 per cent of them work 
in Austria. I do not know when this trend started. I think it was with the European Union, 
when Slovenians started working abroad more, Roma also started. Also with the economic 
crisis. Because there are very few jobs in Pomurje, but also now in Slovenia. […] Before 
Slovenian independence not all the settlements had people who were working abroad, but 
this depended on the tradition of each settlement. Our settlement always had this tradition. 
Already our ancestors worked abroad, they were in Germany, Australia, in Austria. This 
tradition was alive, there were also some working in Libya. […] In some other settlements, 
they were, for example, selling goods on the market.

Tania highlighted the fact that the trend of working abroad was already a reality for 
many Roma during the period of Socialist Yugoslavia. Romani individuals did not 
only work in Austria and Germany, but also in places like Libya, which was possible 
because of Yugoslavia being a part of the Non-Aligned Movement. Tania’s state-
ments show that the migration and mobility of Romani individuals have to be put in 
a broader context in order to be understood. Similar conclusions can be drawn on 
the basis of Kiki’s interview. First, he stated that fewer Roma worked abroad in 
Yugoslavia, because they were able to get work in the country:

They were working before in big companies, construction sites, then the textile industry. 
Half of [name of a Roma settlement] was working in places like that. More than half. And 
then this water company, Mura. Even my father was working there. In the time of Yugoslavia 
it was not a problem if you did not have school. You got a shovel.

Later in the interview, Kiki stated that there was particular turning point when more 
Romani individuals started working in Austria. With the European Union the border 
not only opened up for Slovenian citizens, but also for EU citizens. When Slovenia 
joined the Union, Kiki was working informally collecting scrap metal. His story 
showed that collecting scrap metal is not something that would intrinsically part of 
Roma culture, but it was a more profitable business for him personally at the time. 
This then became less profitable when Slovenia joined the EU, because besides the 
formal market the informal one became more accessible to other EU citizens too. 
With this shift, EU citizens from Hungary also started collecting scrap metal from 
Slovenia (Kiki did not specify whether it was only Roma or also non-Roma 
Hungarians who did this):

So I quit the formal labour market and started doing scrap metal, but then when the 
Hungarians came, when the border opened, we saw that doing metal did not bring such a 
profit.
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The stories of Romani individuals, such as those of Maria, Tania, Andi and Kiki, 
remain invisible in the wider media. On the basis of their examples, it seems that 
Roma are racialized as a minority only when they fit a certain pattern of migration, 
externally ascribed as “Romani migration”, which is seen as a part of “their cul-
ture”. Tania now lives in Austria, and she works on the integration of EU citizens 
from other Member States. She claimed that there is a very small proportion of 
Romani migrants who are begging on the streets:

I work on the integration of EU immigrants, those who are mostly Roma. The data we have 
there shows that a very small number of those are begging on the streets. But even those 
who are on the streets, they are selling newspapers. Many work in different sectors. […] 
From my own experience I can say that Roma also work in restaurants, hotels, in grocery 
shops, logistics, not only as low-skilled workers, but also on better positions as managers. 
Also in health institutions.

In their life stories all the interviewees claimed that their position as workers in 
Austria was better than in Slovenia. Maria felt that there were many more opportu-
nities for advancing in her career, and that there was more job security:

There I got employment right away, on the second day I was in Austria. For the first three 
months I was working in a restaurant. And then I decided to stop working there and I found 
another job in a grocery store where I still work today. After nine months I got a promotion. 
Now I have regular employment, not connected to any projects, a permanent contract.

Similarly, Andi felt that Roma were seen as better workers in Austria than in 
Slovenia:

I did seasonal work in Austria. We were picking grapes and then horseradish, everything 
that needed to be done on the farm. […] Only Roma work there. […] The bosses there 
mostly take Roma, because they are fast and good workers. […] Some are there during the 
week, those who live far away, some drive there. […] They are not looking at you as Roma, 
for them it is only important that you show you are good at your work. Only this is 
important.

However, Andi also noted that they worked for lower salaries than Austrian 
citizens:

In the leather factory, in the slaughter house, 90 percent are Roma. For Austrians, these are 
not well-paid jobs. By Austrian standards 1400 euros is not a lot. For Slovenians this is 
good.

Kiki worked in the leather factory for 5 years. While he said the salary was good, he 
also said that Austrians would not work in such working conditions. This was not 
only because of the long drive to work, but also because of the dangerous chemicals 
used in the factory, and the initial lack of certainty as to whether they would be paid:

But then my brother-in-law got me to Austria. He said this is a Leitfirma [start-up com-
pany], and I got scared a bit, because you know how it is with Leitfirma. You can get money 
or you don’t get money. And I was thinking, I will be driving so far, but then not get pay-
ment. And then my brother-in-law said, no, no, you come, I am already working there three 
months. But then I saw that the payment is good, 1,200 euros. So first I worked in a Leitfirma 
for one year, and then regularly for four years. Although I was working in Austria, I did not 
know how to speak German, because there were a lot of Roma there. Also Hungarians were 
working there and speaking their own language. There were also Hungarian Roma. A lot of 
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Roma work there. […]. I had an easy job, but it was difficult because of the driving. The 
drive to work destroyed you already. […] A smart Austrian would not work there, because 
they know what it means. There are chemicals there. It is difficult work.

Later on, Kiki moved to Germany, because of a new relationship:

So my partner did not want to leave Berlin because of her son. And then I said I decided, if 
you could find me work in Berlin, then no problem. It does not matter what kind of work. 
You know, we are universal, we do everything.

The negative attitudes towards Roma in Slovenia can be confirmed by research stud-
ies on social distance, which show that the majority population expresses the largest 
social distance towards Romani (Klopčič 2007: 33). However, as statistics shows, 
on the one hand this attitude did not particularly change with the growing economic 
crisis nor the 2004 EU enlargement. On the other hand, there were some other 
events that significantly changed the position of Roma working on the Austrian 
labour market. In 2014 the Constitutional Court of Slovenia ruled that all daily tem-
porary migrant workers in Austria, including Roma, would have to pay additional 
tax (corresponding to the difference between the Slovenian and Austrian levels of 
taxation, since the latter is lower on salaries), in order to be taxed equally to 
Slovenian citizens employed in their home country (Sobotainfo 2014). However, 
due to the progressive taxation scale in Slovenia, this meant that temporary migrant 
workers in Austria were then taxed at a higher rate than those doing the same work 
in Slovenia. When I asked my respondents how this affected them, many of them 
stated that they had already permanently migrated to Austria, closer to their place of 
work, while most of who had not were thinking about leaving Slovenia because of 
this change in taxation. Both Tania and Maria claimed there is a trend, particularly 
among younger Romani individuals, of moving to Austria permanently:

As far as I know most of them [the older Roma] are still driving to work. But the younger 
generation are deciding to migrate.

Tania claimed that this is not only a trend among Roma, but also among those who 
identify as Slovenians:

Many, not only Roma but also [non-Roma] Slovenians, moved to Austria because of the 
new law. Many Slovenians move there and spend the money on themselves rather than giv-
ing it back to the state.

13.7  Conclusion

In this chapter I contextualised the position of Roma who are Slovenian citizens, but 
I chose to migrate to the neighbouring country of Austria for work. I presented 
excerpts of Romani individuals’ life stories who found themselves in such a posi-
tion. The aim of this chapter was not to present certain trends in what is usually 
considered as “Romani migration”, but rather to show, as Peter Vermeersch (2018) 
stated, that the notion of Romani migration becomes problematic, once alternative 
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narratives on why and how Romani individuals migrate are presented. While it is 
impossible to draw any general conclusions based on these qualitative approaches, 
generalisations based on numbers of Roma and of Roma migrants living in each EU 
Member State are also very questionable, since these numbers are usually only esti-
mates. However, Roma are still very visible as migrants in the EU, therefore it is 
important to present narratives which do not fit the media representation and image 
of Roma as a racialized minority.

While in comparison with the entire population of Slovenia the number of tem-
porary migrant workers in Austria is not high, it is, according to my respondents, 
very high among the individuals belonging to Romani minorities, especially those 
living in settlements next to the Austrian border. According to their interviews, it 
was a lot easier for them to find employment in Austria, because they were not 
regarded as Roma but included in the group of other temporary migrant workers. 
However, the interviewees did not claim that Austria is a sort of paradise for Roma 
from Slovenia, but instead noted the inefficient polices that were developed in their 
own country for their integration, while also making some criticism of Austria (such 
as lower wages for foreign workers, and dangerous working conditions).

It might be argued that both Slovenian policies for the improvement of the posi-
tion of Roma, as well as the Austrian policies aimed at the inclusion of workers 
from abroad, had unpredictable consequences. For example, as some of the respon-
dents argued, they were only able to get “project work” in Slovenia, being employed 
on projects that were mostly aimed at improving the position of Roma. However, 
these projects did not offer any structural or longer-term employment, and in some 
cases were even used as an excuse by potential employers as to why they were not 
employed in more stable work in Slovenia.

In conclusion, what this chapter shows through the life stories of Romani indi-
viduals from Slovenia who work in Austria is that migration – both on a daily basis 
as well as permanent – is not in any way intrinsic to the Romani population and its 
culture. It is rather the active response of Romani citizens to different societal chal-
lenges, which might not have to do solely or mainly with direct discrimination, but 
depend instead on more structural accounts of inequalities, in which Roma find 
themselves having to navigate their mobility and employment choices.
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