
ROMANIES IN NETHERLANDS 
 

In the Netherlands we find two groups of the Romany people, Sinti and Roma. We use 
here the term Romany proposed by Ian Hanckok, as alternative to the term “zigeuner”,  
commonly used in Netherlands. This term most Sinti and Roma experience as derogative and 
prefer to be called by their own ethnic names. Since both groups speak the same language 
which they both call “Romane/s/” the term Romany seems plausible as a common name for 
both branches of the “Gypsy nation”. Besides, the term “zigeuner” is usually spelled with a 
minuscule, thus not as an ethnic name.  

 
The history of Romanies in the Netherlands spans for almost 600 years, since the first 

notices about them reaches as far as to 1420, when they first appeared at Deventer. After that 
many records can be found about various groups in different parts of the Low Countries. 
Although the acceptance in the beginning was good the following three centuries were 
marked by persecution and expulsion, so that in the period from the middle of the 18th to the 
middle of 19th century we have no records of Romanies in the Netherlands. After that a 
migration of Sinti and Roma resumes. In that period few hundred Sinti came from Germany, 
Italy, Hungary, France, Belgium, Lithuania and some other countries. They settled in the 
southern and eastern parts of the country where the majority of them still live. More than 95% 
of them still speak the Sinti dialect of the Romany language. 

About the same period began the first migration of the Vlach Roma, mostly Calderas, 
Ursari and Lovara, which came, seemingly, from Hungary and Bosnia. Descendants of this 
group still live in the province of Brabant and some other parts of the Netherlands. Nowadays, 
the total number of the Sintis is estimated to be about 4000 people and about 3000 few 
hundred of the “old” Vlach Roma descendants. These groups suffered severe persecution 
during the World War second by the Nazis and many of them landed in concentration camps. 
Only a handful of the deportees survived the camps. An agreement has been made about 
payment of compensation money to the families and Sinti and Roma organisations. Most of 
these Roma speak variants of the Vlach dialect of the Romany language. They also speak the 
Sinti dialect as they interact with Sinti a lot in every day life. 

 
Later migrations include mostly Balkan Roma, mostly speakers of Western Vlach 

dialects (Serbia and Bosnia)  and Arli/Erli dialects (Macedonia, Bulgaria) or some Rumania 
based Roma dialects. These people came to Netherlands in three migration waves:  

1. During the seventies the Dutch government accepted a group of Yugoslav Roma 
which has been reportedly refused entrance by Belgium, and Germany. This group settled in a 
dozen of municipalities and their members are naturalized as Dutch citizens.  

Nevertheless this group, consisting of perhaps one or two thousand persons, remained 
as subject of many policy controversies. After various projects and campaigns the general 
conclusion was that the integration to the dominant culture and society has failed. Some 
integration projects are still en marche. Unemployment, low school attendance and conflicts 
with social environment (including conflicts with the law) have been regular companions of 
this groups life. Recently there are some signs of progress in educational domain and there is 
also an experimental project to be started soon concerning the work integration. This project 
should take into account the traditional vocational preferences of the Roma themselves. 

2. The second wave of the Balkan Roma came as migrant workers or/and as refugees 
of various recent war conflicts on the Balkans and they originate mainly from Macedonia, 
Kosovo, Serbia, Bosnia and Croatia. These people were, as a rule, accepted and treated as 
refugees of war if provided they entered the country in a legal way. The number of the illegal 
emigrants is not possible to estimate. 



It is also, in general, not possible to estimate even the number of the legal Roma 
refugees and immigrants, since the Dutch authorities do not keep record of ethnic allegiance 
of immigrants, but only their nationality (statehood, country of origin).  There might be few 
thousands members in this group. 

This group is very heterogeneous but it also includes a portion of well educated people 
and Roma intellectuals who brought a new life to Romany emancipation in Netherlands. 
School attendance and working situation is better than by the first group, but still worrying as 
it is for almost all asylum seekers and fresh immigrants. By Roma this situation is always 
additionally complex and heavy. 

3. And, finally, the very last wave includes Roma migrants of the recent period (late 
nineties and the first years of the millennium). Except from ex-Yugoslav countries these 
people come also from Rumania and Bulgaria and sometimes from other Eastern European 
countries.  

Most of them are illegal strangers without any status and living in fact a hidden life on 
the very margins of the society. The estimate about their numbers and living conditions is not 
easy to be made, but it probably reaches few thousands. As hidden fellow citizens they are out 
of reach of usual facilities for work and education. Theoretically the educational situation 
could be better because even the illegal residents may enrol children in schools without fear of 
being trapped as illegals, but most illegal Roma make no use of this facility. It is hardly 
probable that many of them know about this possibility. 

Romanies are not recognized as an ethnic minority in Netherlands. A recent claim by 
National Sinti and Roma organization has been rejected by Minister of Immigration and 
Integration under pretext that Roma do not inhabit a defined territory. Reportedly the National 
Sinti and Roma organization lost subsidies for its regular activities. If that remains so it will 
make the general chances of  improving the situation even more restricted.  
 
 
SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
 
Bakker, de E., Beunk H. Het paard achter de wagen. KUN Nijmegen. Nijmegen 1993. 
 
Bakker, P. Romanes. In: Extra, G. & de Ruiter, J.J. Babylon aan de Noordzee. Bulaaq. 
Amsterdam 2001. p. 212-231 
 
Beckers, J. Me hum Sinthu. Horus. Den Haag 1980. 
 
Bogaart, N. et. Al. Zigeuners / de overleving van een reizend volk. Elsevier. Amsterdam-
Brussel. 1980. 
 
Born, W. Ontmoetingen met zigeuners. Het Spectrum. Utrecht-Antwerpen 1975. 
 
Born, W. Volk zonder grenzen. Het Spectrum. Boom & Zoon. Meppel 1964. 
 
Cleber, J-P. De ziegeuners. De Haan – Standaard Boekhandel. Zeist – Antwerpen 1964. 
 
Cottaar, Annemarie et al. Mensen van de reis: woonwagenbewoners en zigeuners in 
Nederland (1868-1995). Waanders 1995. 
 
Cottaar, A. Kooplui, kermisklanten en andere woonwagenbewoners.Het Spinhuis. Amsterdam 
1996. 



 
Fraser, A. De zigeuners. Atlas. Antwerpen-Amsterdam 1994. 
 
Gajary Kuhinka, E.M. Zigeuners – geschiedenis en folklore van een zwervend volk. Uitgevers 
Wyt. Rotterdam 1957. 
 
Grémaux, René. Oldenzaals zigeunerbeleid : een onderzoek naar het project voor opvang en 
integratie van 'buitenlandse' zigeuners (1979-1988) / Gemeente Oldenzaal / 1989. 
 
Hovens, Pieter. Zigeuners, woonwagenbewoners en reizenden : een bibliografie : a 
bibliography / Ministerie van Cultuur, Recreatie en Maatschappelijk Werk / 1982. 
 
Hovens, Pieter. Zigeuners in Nederland : cultuur, geschiedenis en beleid / Instituut voor 
Culturele en Sociale Antropologie / 1988. 
 
Hulsen, M., Mulder L. Kinderen van woonwagenbewoners en zigeuners in het 
basisonderwijs. ITS. Nijmegen 2003. 
 
Kappen, O. van. Geschiedenis der Zigeuners in Nederland : de ontwikkeling van de 
rechtspositie der heidens of Egyptenaren in de noordelijke Nederlanden (1420-±1750). Van 
Gorcum / 1965. 
 
Khonraad, S., Overbekking J. Een andere kijk. Nieuwe uitgangspunten voor een interactief 
woonwagenbeleid. Forum, Utrecht 2002. 
 
Kommers,J. Kinderrrof of zigeunerroof? Zigeuners in kinderboeken.Van Arkel. Utrecht 1993. 
 
Kooten, T. v. Zigeuners: een volk zonder land. Kok – Kampen 1987. 
 
Kuba, J. J. Melo. Zigeuners in Nederland. Spec. Nr. van O Drom. Amsterdam 1990. 
 
Leimbergen, M. Mijn strijd als Sinti-vrouw. Aaalst 2001.  
 
Lucassen, L.A.C.J. 'En men noemde hen zigeuners' : de geschiedenis van Kaldarasch, Ursari, 
Lowara en Sinti in Nederland : 1750-1944. / Stichting beheer IISG / 1990 
 
Meijer, M. Het wilde vuur. Uitgeverij De Sirenen. Hoogmade 2004.  
 
Ooijen, D.A.Th. van. “Je moet weg, hier komen mensen wonen”. SDU. Den Haag 1993.  
Overbekking, Jos. Nederlandse Zigeuners en burgermaatschappij : een eeuwigdurend 
schaakspel. Onderzoek- en Adviesbureau Geerts 1987. 
 
Poort, M. v/d. Gypsies, Wars & Other Instances of the Wild. Amsterdam University Press. 
1998. 
 
PRISMA BRABANT. Woonwagenbewoners, Sinti en Roma in Nederland. Scoop 3. Tilburg 
2002. 
 
Ramati, A. En de violoen zwegen. Omega Boek. Amsterdam 1988.  
 



Schaap, D. & W. Bont. Het volk van Koka Petalo. ABC Boeken. Amsterdam. 
 
Sijes, B.A. Vervolging van Zigeuners in Nederland. Martinus Nijhoff. Den Haag 1979. 
 
Sikkema, K. Sinti en Roma in Nederland. Dokters van de Wereld. Amsterdam 2004. 
 
Timmermans, R., Kalee M. Schoolloopbaangegevens WWZ-leerlingen. KPC Groep.              
‘s Hertogenbosch 2003. 
 
Vanhemerryck, F. Marginalen in de geschiedenis. Davidsfonds/Leuven. Leuven 2004. 
 
Waelen, W. Buitenlandse zigeuners: een evaluatie van het gevoerde overheidsbeleid. 
Onderzoek- en Adviesbureau Geerts (OABG) / 1990. 
 
Willems, Willem Hendrik. Op zoek naar de ware zigeuner : zigeuners als studieobject tijdens 
de Verlichting, de Romantiek en het Nazisme. Van Arkel 1995. 
 
Willems, Wim. Ongewenste vreemdelingen : buitenlandse zigeuners en de Nederlandse 
overheid: 1969-1989 / SDU / 1990. 
 
Yoors, J. Wij ziegeuners. Karnak.Den Haag 1967. 
 
Zuidgeest, J. Woonwagenpastoraat in Nederland. Utrecht 1995.  
 
- De woonwagenbevolking van Nederland: resultaten van een sociologisch onderzoek. 
Ministerie van maatschappelijk werk. Den Haag 1959.  
 
- Het onderwijs aan kinderen van zigeuners en reizigers : verslag over de tenuitvoerlegging 
van de maatregelen die genoemd zijn in de resolutie van de Raad en de ministers van 
Onderwijs, in het kader van de Raad bijeen, van 22 mei 1989 (89/C 153/02) Commissie van 
de Europese Gemeenschappen / Bureau voor Officiële Publikaties der Europese 
Gemeenschappen / 1997. 
 
- Terug naar Auschwitz. Forum. Utrecht 2002. 
 
IN ENGLISH AND GERMAN: 
 
- Gypsies and Travellers. Socio-Cultural Data. Dossiers for intercultural training of teachers. Council 
for Cultural Cooperation. Strasbourg 1987. 
 
Bakker, P. et al. What is the Romani Language? Hertfordshire 2000. 
 
Hancock, I. We are the Romani people. Hertfordshire 2002. 
 
Kenrick, D. Gypsies from India to the Mediterranean. Gypsy Research Press. Toulouse 1993. 
 
Liegeois, J-P. Gypsies – An Illustrated History. Al Saqi Books. London 1986.  
 
Djuric, R. Ohne Heim – Ohne Grab. Die geschichte der Roma und Sinti.  Berlin 2002.  
 
Djuric, R. Die Lireatur der Roma und Sinti. Edition Parabolis. Berlin 2002. 
 



PARTNER INSTITUTIONS.  
There is a range education projects and initiatives directed to a higher participation and 

better school results of the Romani children in Dutch schools. Most of these activities are 
coordinated by KPC Groep (Catholic Pedagogic Centre) in ‘s-Hertogenbosch (Den Bosch) 
and Forum - Institute for Cultural Development in Utrecht. The latter is a central point of 
coordination of other activities related to Romany emancipation in Netherlands.  
 
Forum.  Instituut voor Multiculturele ontwikkeling, based in Utrecht, is a leading Dutch 
institution in the field of multiculturalism. Besides supporting and developing scientific 
research, Forum is also important as a consultancy and advisory partner for government 
bodies on issues of multiculturalism. On the field of Romany related issues Forum is the most 
important institution in Netherlands, being a focal point of various cultural, research and 
policy oriented activities regarding Romanies in Netherlands. 

Forum Instituut voor multiculturele ontwikkeling 
Kanaalweg 86, 3533 HG Utrecht 

•  tel: 030-2974321 
•  fax: 030-2960050 
•  contact person: Peter Jorna 
•  e-mail: p.jorna@forum.nl, website: www.forum.nl 
•  objective: advising government institutions on policy regarding Sinti and Roma, supporting initiatives 
of Sinti and Roma organisations, facilitating meetings and management training 

 
KPC Groep, evolved from former Katholiek Pedagogisch Centrum, based in s 
Hertogenbosch (Den Bosch) is for many years the focal point of various activities aimed to 
the study and improvement of Romany and Travellers children at school. KPC keeps regular 
coordination of educational activities for Roma and Sinti in the Netherlands.  

KPC-Groep Onderwijs Woonwagen-, Sinti- en Roma-kinderen (O.W.W.Z.) 
Postbus 482, 5201 AL 's-Hertogenbosch 

•  tel: 073-6247247 
•  fax: 073-6247294 
•  contact persons: Diny Albers, Wilbert Seuren 
•  e-mail: d.albers@kpcgroep.nl 
•  website: www.kpcgroep.nl/owwz 
•  objective: coaching and support 

 
 

ASSOCIATE ROMANY ORGANIZATION. The National Sinti and Roma Association 
(LSO) is the umbrella organisation for Sinti and Roma affairs in Netherlands. LSO also runs a 
well equipped and rich documentation centre.   

Landelijke Sinti en Roma Organisatie (L.S.O.), Oranjestraat 75a, 5682 CB Best.   

·  tel: 0499-379471 
·  fax: 0499-377868 
·  coordinator: Lalla Weiss 
·  e-mail: landelijke.sinti-organisatie@planet.nl 
·  objective: advocacy for Roma and Sinti in The Netherlands 

 

 



SHORT BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE OF THE RESEARCHER.  

Nikola Rašić, M.A. Born in 1957 in Croatia, resident of Netherlands.  Univ. grade in General 
Linguistics and M.A. in sociology, Faculty of Philosophy, University of Zagreb, Croatia. 
Former research fellow of the Institute for Social Research and Institute for Migration and 
Ethnic Studies, University of Zagreb. Specialized in ethnic minorities, with special regard to 
Balkan and Roma issues. Published numerous articles, studies, translations etc., about 
minority policies, linguistic planning, sociology of language, sociolinguistics and language 
policy, among other on Roma issues.  


