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Introduction

In our paper we formulate some hypotheses and raise a few questions with
regards to what we label ‘Roma migration’, concentrating on one specific
destination, Canada. The paper is based on explorative fieldwork in which
families with migrant histories were interviewed in Borsod county, a region
from where out-migration has been heaviest in terms of numbers.

Our approach is both anthropological and sociological in the sense
that both tend “to emphasize social relations as central to understanding
the processes of migration and immigration incorporation.” (Brettel and
Hollifield 2008: 5). Nonetheless, due to the different historical roots of the
two disciplines, migration anthropology usually focuses on the sending or the
sending and the receiving ends while sociology on the receiving society and

on the process of immigrant incorporation (Brettel and Hollifield 2008). In
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that respect we took a more anthropological approach by studying exclusively
the sending society. At the same time, we are also more anthropological
in our epistemology because we are not focusing on global or large-scale
processes but rather on micro-phenomena. Also, “anthropology’s focus
on culture, which includes the study of interaction between beliefs and
behavior, of corporate groups, and of social relationships, has resulted in an
emphasis in migration studies on adaptation and cultural change, on forms
of social organization that are characteristic of both the migration process
and the immigrant community, and on questions of identity and ethnicity.”
(Brettel 2008: 114) During our fieldwork we examined several aspects
typical of anthropological studies: e.g. we looked into social relations and
social organizations while studying networks and migration strategies, we
explored cultural beliefs and behaviors while investigating motivations for
leaving and returning.

The first hypothesis formulated relates to the conceptual framework:
how should the phenomenon of ‘Roma migration to Canada from Central
Eastern Europe’ be interpreted? Based on some relevant literature our
assumption is that it should firstly be understood as a mix of classic labor
migration and asylum seeking (Klimova and Pickup 2003; Brettel 2008).
Our second hypothesis is more empirical for it focuses on the Hungarian
experience of the recent out-migration process started around 2008 with
the lifting of Canadian visa requirements for Hungary. It presumes that
in the early 2000s people and families of somewhat higher social status
migrated (Kovdts 2002) whereas migration from 2008-2009 was different
- an additional group, lower-status individuals and families, started to
migrate as well.

Under our second hypothesis we set out some research questions, each
looking at different aspects of the migration process. Our questions were:
What kind of migrant groups can be identified? How can we identify these
groups? What pushed low-status, deprived Roma families to migrate? What
made it possible for them to migrate? What kind of trends could be seen in
changes in migration patterns between the two periods? What are the effects
of low-status migration on transnational networks? Why the strategy of

‘whole family at once’? What awaits low-status Roma migrants upon return?
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In this paper we look more closely at our hypotheses and each of these
questions and hope to give some analytical insight into the migration process
of Roma to Canada. We emphasize this study is a pilot investigation, making
our conclusion more of a synthesis of the relevant questions. This will open

up further questions rather than reach any final answer at this point.

Labor-migration trends in Hungary

Emigration from Hungary between the 1989-90 regime change and the
country joining the EU was moderate compared to other countries in the
region. In contrast to predictions that joining the EU would radically
change the situation, labor migration remained rather similar to the
previous period. E.g. in Germany, the first target country of Hungarian
labor migrants, the number of Hungarians arriving fluctuated as follows:
51,905 in 1999, 55,953 in 2003, 54,714 in 2004 and 56,075 in 2007 (Hdrs
2009: 233). Also, compared to other countries from the region, in the
post-accession period the proportion of Hungarian labor migrants in the
UK lagged behind dominant migrant nations, such as Poland making up
71.3% of all EU-8 migrants in 2007, Slovakia with its 10.5%, Lithuania
with 6.8% against Hungary with only 4.2% (Hérs 2009: 235). Surveys
into the migration potential of Hungarians also reveal that fewer people
consider leaving this country than they do other countries in Central
Eastern Europe. In 2005 migration intention of Poles and Lithuanians
was the highest among these countries (9.9% and 9.6%), Slovaks had
5.4% and Slovenians 4.1% against Hungarians at 3%. The lowest rate
of migration potential was found among Czech citizens, 1.4% (Hdrs
2009: 232).

There are several factors that are traditionally looked at while seeking
explanations for migration trends in a country. Economic development and
GDP are among the most frequently used explanatory factors. In Hungary,
in the 1990s, and especially the second half of the decade, the state of the
economy was a good predictor for low migration. Hungary’s economic
output was comparatively good, accounting for low emigration rates.

However, while other countries were catching up economically, migration
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rates still remained the same: higher in some other countries, such as Poland
or Lithuania and lower in Hungary. Authors point to other factors for reasons
“why Hungarians don’t (want to) migrate”. The moderate unemployment
rate had been an explanation until the 2008 crisis, as well as the generosity
of the welfare system. “Benefits in Hungary are comparatively generous in
terms of child care and social and unemployment benefit, as well as pension.”
(Hars 2009: 245) This, as we will illustrate, changed in the second half of the
2000s and became an important migration push factor for various segments
of the population including low-status Roma people. And indeed, in the
2012 statistics the migration potential of the Hungarian population showed
an important shift from previous data. “Migration potential peaks in 20127,
it has never been this high: now every fifth Hungarian plans to migrate

either in the short, medium or long term (Sik 2012).

Roma migration trends

Among typical labor migrants it is very unlikely that we find a significant
number of Roma given their weak position in the labor market and low level
of education. There are some special types of migrants, such as musicians,
where Roma may be overrepresented. Low demand for unskilled labor in
the target countries explains why asylum seeking was to become a typical
migration strategy for Roma from Central Eastern Europe. Applying for
refugee status is in most cases the only way for Roma to migrate. Given
that the desperate social-economic situation of the vast majority of Roma
is accompanied by widespread discrimination, migration push factors are
indeed significant for this population (Kovéts 2002). However, asylum
seeking in European Union countries from Hungary before EU accession
was substantially below that from other CEE countries. From aggregated
data we know that until 1999 counting Bulgaria, the Czech Republic,
Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Hungary together, refugee applications in
European states by Hungarians represented only 0.67% of all claims from
these six countries (Kovéats 2002: 17).

At the same time, an important number of Roma people from

Hungary chose Canada as their target country of migration. The number
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of refugee claims most often exceeded the number of claims from all other
CEE countries in Canada. Added to this, the number of Hungarian refugee
claims occasionally, in 2001, 2010 and 2011, led the list of claims for asylum
in Canada by originating country, exceeding even such migration sources
as China, Columbia, Mexico, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, etc.”®

From Hungary, asylum-applying migration started around 1998: “In
the late 90’s the Czech and Hungarian Roma have discovered Canada. (...)
in December 2001, Canada imposed a visa requirement on Hungary. In that
same year, Hungarian Roma was the largest group of Refugee Claimants in
Canada.” (St. Clair 2007) The following data show the gradual and steady
rise of the number of Hungarian refugee claims: 10 in 1994, 38 in 1995, 64
in 1996, 300 in 1997,7° 982 in 1998, 1,579 in 1999, 1,929 in 2000, 3,851
in 2001.% Following the lifting of visa requirements, the number of asylum
claimants from Hungary started to rise again. In 2007 around 300 people
submitted refugee applications,® in 2009 2,426, in 2010 2,300 and in 2011

4,423 asylum seekers were registered.®

Fieldwork

The explorative fieldwork® was conducted in Borsod country in the middle
of 2012, just around the time when the Canadian government passed its
new refugee bill, Bill C-31, aiming to “crack down on so-called ‘bogus’

asylum claimants”.34

78  http://www.cdp-hrc.uottawa.ca/projects/refugee-forum/projects/Statistics.php

79  Kovits 2002: 15
80  http://www.cdp-hrec.uottawa.ca/projects/refugee-forum/projects/Statistics.php

81 http://www.origo.hu/nagyvilag/20111118-hogyan-fogadja-kanada-a-magyar-romakat-
riport-torontobol-elso-resz.html

82  hutp://www.cdp-hre.uottawa.ca/projects/refugee-forum/projects/Statistics.php

83 The inteviews were conducted by the two authors of the article and by a journalist colleague,

Ilona Gaal.

84  http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/06/10/controversial-refugee-bill-set-to-clear-house-
of-commons-monday/
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Given the aim of our pilot study to formulate research questions and
hypotheses for the Roma migration process in general and to Canada in
particular based on fieldwork observations and interviews with Roma return
migrants, we looked for local communities supplying large numbers of
people leaving for Canada in the previous couple of years, and to which some
migrants had returned. As indicated above, the county with the highest
share of Roma inhabitants, Borsod, appears to be the most affected by Roma
emigration. We have to be careful with this statement since we lack statistical
data on out-migration. All we have is the mirror statistics of the number of
refugee claimants issued by the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada
recording the number of people entering the country with the aim of applying
for refugee status. Localities supplying emigrants had to be identified from
sources other than statistical data. Since our pilot study is primarily a
qualitative investigation it seemed legitimate to start with newspaper articles
as a source of information and to follow up by the snowball method to find
communities where return migrants or families of migrants live.

Having concluded from collecting articles from newspapers that
Borsod county is indeed a place from where lots of Roma families have
left (and to where lots of them have also returned), we wanted to find a
small community there in order to conduct in-depth interviews with
inhabitants and institutions to map out networks, strategies, tendencies,
local reactions, etc. The size of the settlement was important insofar as
a smaller community might let us explore more easily how migration is
organized on an individual (family) level and on a community level.

Our choice was a village of some 2,000 inhabitants out of which
around sixty percent declared themselves Roma in the 2001 census.
According to our informants about 30 to 40 families had gone to Canada
and only a few had returned at the time of the interviews. In the village
we managed to interview family members of migrants still in Canada and
one family who had just recently returned. Besides that we talked to Roma
representatives as well as to the village school principal. Concerning the
socio-economic status of the village, it belongs to the ‘most disadvantaged

settlements’ category, with an unemployment rate of 90%. Poor as it is, the
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village population is still stratified; there are families who manage to get by,
and there are families who are in a much more desperate situation with no
income whatsoever.

During our interviews we came to the realization that the nearby
small town pr, networks at home and in Canada, experiences in the target
country (ways of managing life, work experiences, accommodation, friends
and relatives there, school for children, relations with authorities and
institutions, etc.), reasons for return, and life after return. The interviewees
were contacted by using the snowball method. Since the migration process
affected a rather large proportion of both communities, it was a relatively
easy task to find family members with a migration history. The only difficulty
we came across was the distrust of us some of them initially expressed. As
was later revealed, in some cases people had bad experiences with either the
Canadian or the Hungarian authorities that made them reluctant to speak.
Most of the interviews were family interviews with various members of the
family present. Thus, we managed to have accounts of different experiences,
of adults and children as well as of younger and older people. Altogether

some ten families were visited in the two settlements.

First hypothesis: Mix of labor migration and asylum seeking

As it was put forward in our first hypothesis, we assume that the current
Canadian migration should be understood as a mix of classic labor migration
and asylum seeking. Our assumption concurs with the conclusions of a

scholarly debate on this issue appearing in Nationalities Papers:

At the beginning of the debate, activists and scholars almost
unanimously challenged the portrayal by government officials
and media of Roma as economic migrants. However, opinions
have begun to polarize in the last couple of years. While some
activists and scholars still maintain that Romani asylum seekers
leave their countries of origin only because of racism and
discrimination, others believe that Romani requests for asylum

are also economically motivated. They argue that migration

135



ZSUZSANNA VIDRA AND TUNDE VIRAG

can be seen as a strategy employed by Romani individuals who
turn to Western societies for tolerance in the hope of obtaining a
more equal opportunity for personal economic, educational and

social development.” (Klimova and Pickup 2003)

Added to this, it needs to be emphasized that in migration anthropology
enforced migrants (refugees) and other migrants are conceptualized as being
the same or at least similar since their experiences show many resemblances
once they are in the new country; refugees, “can be theorized in much the
same way as other displaced peoples”. (Brettel 2008: 115)

In effect, it would be misleading to handle the issue exclusively as being
either one or the other phenomenon since the process contains the elements
of both labor migration and asylum seeking. The fact that receiving refugee
status in Canada for Roma people is a viable way of entering Canada and
staying in the country, does not mean that among the original motivations
and the later strategies one cannot find typical labor migration patterns.
Asylum or refugee status can be seen as facilitators of labor migration. On
the other hand, it would be also a misunderstanding if we excluded the
asylum motive from the process. As we will discuss it later, discrimination
and different kinds of persecution are indeed among the push factors that
help for a decision to leave one’s home country.

In the accounts we found different explanations of the original

migration motivations that illustrate well the mix of reasons:

“Our plan was to return. (...) We wanted a better life, to be
able to buy a few things that we need in our household.” (Mr.
Pdl)®

“My brother tries to make as much money as he can so that they
have something to live on when they come back, to pay back
their bank loan.” (Mr. Gyirgy)*®

85 M. Pil from the village. He had just returned two months earlier from Canada with his
family.

86 Mr. Gyorgy from the village. His brother was among the first ones to go. Later his brother
was followed by several of his siblings and their families.
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“We have tremendous racism in Hungary. You have to
make a hundred times more effort than a Hungarian. I am

disadvantaged because I am Roma.” (Mr. Gorgy)

“Here in the village everyone would like to go. But Canada was
the only possibility. Normally, we don’t even have money to go
to the nearby town to the swimming pool.” (Mrs. Mdrta)®”

Second hypothesis: different migration waves, different social status of
migrants

It was pointed out earlier that Roma migration to Canada could be split
into two major periods. The first period lasted until 2001 when Canada, for
very much the same reasons that the country later introduced a new refugee
law in 2012, imposed visa restrictions for Hungarian citizens. The second
period started in 2008 when visa requirements were lifted so it became
relatively easy to enter the country and apply for refugee status.

Based on our interview data we formulated the hypothesis that in
the early 2000s individuals and families of somewhat higher social status
migrated, while from 2008-2009 we see more lower status individuals and
families leaving as well.

Stemming from the modernization theory, migration is seen as a flow
from rural to urban or, as in our case, from areas with scarce capital and
abundant labor to regions or countries with high levels of capital and low
levels of labor (Brettel 2008). Low-wage labor migration between these
areas has its historical roots and patterns, e.g. “wage labor is viewed by
these individuals as offering more opportunities than subsistence farming
(Mitchell 1969) and can, in fact, provide the cash needed to succeed in
the rural context — to accumulate bride-price, provide a dowry, or buy a
home.” (Brettel 2008: 118) Indeed, low-status migrants could be easily

identified with wage-labor migrants if their motivations, return strategies

87 Mrs. Mdrta, a young woman from the village with small children. Her brother and his
family is in Canada.
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