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Abstract: Exposure of the Roma ethnic minority to social exclusion, segrega-
tion, and racial discrimination is well documented in the literature. How these 
tendencies are refl ected in the access to environmental benefi ts and exposure 
to environmental risks in the majority and the minority populations is the 
subject of this article. Using a comparative evaluation and the concept of en-
vironmental justice the author analyses the social processes and factors that 
contribute to differentiated distribution of risks/benefi ts. Based on a survey of 
30 randomly selected settlements and comparative case study analyses the au-
thor maps inequalities, identifi es the location of a Roma settlement as a strong 
factor leading to various forms of environmental (in)justice, and subjects the 
settlement locations to an entitlement analysis (as developed by Amartya 
Sen). Particular attention is paid to defi ning and understanding entitlements 
and how they govern access to land and thus infl uence the living conditions 
and well-being of different individuals and groups. Entitlements and the en-
titlement-based control of resources are discussed here as a dynamic process, 
the different economic and social factors behind which are identifi ed and ana-
lysed to deconstruct the processes that lead to environmental (in)justice. The 
article concludes with a description of trends and a discussion of the need to 
re-think our defi nitions and understanding of the role of entitlements in rela-
tion to the distribution of environmental benefi ts and risks.
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In June 2010 more than 120 inhabitants of the village of Nižny Tvarožec were 
forced to leave their homes because of a river that was regularly fl ooding their 
homes. Around 500 people in Rudňany-Pätoracké of Eastern Slovakia live in a 
zone susceptible to landslides or surrounded by toxic waste from mining activi-
ties. All these people belong to the Roma ethnic minority. The village of Jarovnice 
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became renowned in Slovakia after a disastrous fl ood in the summer of 1998 left 
47 dead. Of the 47 victims, 45 were Roma (42 were from the shantytown in Ja-
rovnice). These fi gures require closer investigation. Roma are not the only victims 
of fl oods or adverse environmental impacts, yet why are Roma so highly repre-
sented among them? 

The negative impacts of industrial production and development do not af-
fect everyone in society evenly. Environmental risks and the distribution of ad-
verse effects of development are more likely to affect those who do not possess 
adequate resources for their own protection or are discriminated against because 
of their origin. As Beck [1999: 7] claims: ‘the fi rst law of environmental risk is—
pollution follows the poor’. For those poor who are also discriminated against 
because of their ethnic affi liation and already experience social exclusion, the en-
vironment may represent yet another form of discrimination: discrimination for 
which we may use the analytical framework of environmental justice. 

We look for answers to the question of why some people (or groups) are 
worse off than others (i.e. their neighbours) when it comes to the distribution of 
environmental benefi ts and risks, and why the risks of the areas in which they are 
settled are unequal. This inequality in the distribution of environmental benefi ts 
(i.e. clean water and a safe environment) and risks (i.e. the risk of fl ooding or 
exposure to pollution) in the Slovak or perhaps more broadly the Central and 
Eastern European (CEE) context is certainly not confi ned to the Roma. They are, 
however, in many cases in situations where we can see clear and unambiguous 
inequalities and can map and analyse this distribution. The main source of data 
for this article is fi eld research carried out among Roma communities in Eastern 
Slovakia, which began in 2002 and is still ongoing. 

Many books, articles and reports have been written on the roots of segre-
gationist tendencies, prejudices and racial discrimination against ethnic minori-
ties [Mann 1992; Guy 2001; UNDP 2002; World Band 2002, 2003; Scheffel 2005; 
EC 2011]. Nevertheless, the problem of the distribution of environmental benefi ts 
and risks is a comparatively new topic in Central and Eastern Europe (but see 
Steger et al. [2007]; Antypas, Filčák and Steger [2008]; Steger and Filčák [2008]; 
Harper, Steger and Filčák [2009]; Filčák and Škobla [2011]).

This article builds on fi eld research that focused on two inter-related ques-
tions: Can the situation in some Roma settlements be described as environmental 
(in)justice? If so, what are the forms and scope of unequal treatment, and what 
are the impacts on the affected communities? By applying an environmental jus-
tice framework, this article focuses on the role that entitlements play in the distri-
bution of environmental benefi ts and exposure to risks. 

The key issue is identifi ed as the location of the settlements. Whoever owns 
land or has power and control over land distribution may heavily infl uence the 
spatial options for settlement of the weaker and poorer members of the commu-
nity. Here, we may therefore see how the distribution of entitlements and control 
sometimes leads to the creation of environmental (in)justice. In other words, in-
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justice can be the outcome of a distribution shaped by economic interests, compe-
tition over resources, ethnic prejudices, and other social factors. 

From the entitlement theory and entitlements analyses developed by Am-
artya Sen [1981, 1984, 1999] it is apparent that land distribution is not just about 
the problem of scarcity of resources (i.e. clean areas for settlement and houses 
construction). It can also raise the issues of who has access and entitlement to 
use these resources, who decides on such access, and on what criteria and in-
terests such decisions are based. As will be shown below, we need to go beyond 
Sen’s original formulation of entitlements built on individuals’ legal ownership 
of alienable commodities and focus on weaker claims on resources, formal and 
informal power, and the role of stakeholders in the decision-making process. Last 
but not least, entitlements can also be seen in the context of duties and responsi-
bility. 

Environmental justice and entitlements 

The environmental justice analytical framework was originally developed in the 
United States and broadened in the UK. The framework as it emerged in the Unit-
ed States is strongly linked to the environmental justice movement. As Kurian 
[2000: 32] observes: ‘They [environmental justice movements] seek to bridge the 
concern for social justice and equity with resource management and environ-
mental policy concerns.’ Pointing to a particular date or event that launched the 
environmental justice movement is impossible, as the movement grew organical-
ly out of dozens, even hundreds, of local struggles and events and out of a variety 
of social movements [Cole and Foster 2000; Shelton 1999]. 

Nevertheless, there are several cases that are often cited as milestones: the 
Houston Northwood Manor protest against sanitary landfi ll (1978); the protest 
in Warren County in North Carolina by African Americans against a toxic waste 
dump (1982); and Triana in Alabama, where a tiny black community was contam-
inated with DDT from the Redstone Arsenal Army base (1983). These and other 
cases are often labelled as watershed events in the protest movement seeking to 
address inequalities in the distribution of negative impacts of environmentally 
damaging activities.

The movement started with the demand for equality in the distribution of 
environmental harm. Yet, alongside inequality, we must speak about recognition 
of the diversity of the participants and experiences in the environmental justice 
movement. This is often not done, and theorists and practitioners often highlight 
either the former or the latter aspect [Schlosberg 1999]. 

The 1987 breakthrough study Toxic Waste and Race concluded that ‘race was 
the central determining factor in the distribution of chemical hazard exposure in 
the United States’ [Bowen and Wells 2002: 14]. However, it also concluded that 
class played an important role. In 1990 Robert D. Bullard published Dumping in 
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 Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality as the fi rst textbook on environmental 
justice. Elliot, Lowe and Kleindorfer [2004] found that low levels of income and 
education are strongly correlated with the location of high-risk polluting indus-
tries. Ethnicity may also play a strong role in this distribution.

Contrary to the US situation, cases of community struggles for equal treat-
ment in the distribution of environmental harm in the UK are led by professional 
environmental organisations with highly educated staff and international exper-
tise. In this perspective we may label the UK approach more ‘top-down’ than the 
various environmental justice protests at the grassroots level in the United States. 
Nevertheless, the results of studies conducted by Friends of the Earth in the United 
Kingdom have confi rmed the US experience that communities lacking economic 
and political power are the most likely to be targeted for dumping waste and pol-
lution [Stephens, Bullock and Scott 2001; Scandrett 2000; Agyeman 2002].1

Environmental justice is generally defi ned as the fair treatment and recogni-
tion of all the stakeholders in the processes involved in the distribution of envi-
ronmental benefi ts and risks, while the distribution itself is done in a way that no 
social or ethnic group bears an unequal share of environmental risk or is blocked 
from accessing environmental benefi ts [UCCCRJ 1991; EPA 1996]. Participants of 
the fi rst workshop on Improving Environmental Justice in Central and Eastern 
Europe developed the following defi nition of environmental justice in December 
2004: ‘A condition of environmental justice exists when environmental risks and 
hazards, and investments and benefi ts, are equally distributed, without direct or 
indirect discrimination, at all jurisdictional levels. It also requires that access to 
environmental investments, benefi ts, and natural resources are equally distrib-
uted, and that access to information, participation in decision making, and access 
to justice in environment-related matters are enjoyed by all.’2 In this approach the 
focus is on environmental justice as a form of social distributive justice among 
human beings at the present time and within ecological limits.3 In addition to 
the distributional aspect it focuses on procedures associated with the allocation 
of environmental benefi ts and risks. In other words, it means identifying real 
outcomes of the distribution (i.e. ‘who gets what’); and real processes (i.e. ‘how 
it happened’). 

The framework originally developed in the United States provides an im-
portant point of departure for studying the distribution of the environmental 

1 See, for instance, Friends of the Earth England, Wales and Northern Ireland’s ‘Pollu-
tion Injustice’ campaign and Friends of the Earth Scotland’s ‘Campaign for Environmental 
Justice’.
2 For more information on the Central and Eastern European initiatives, see Pellow, Steger 
and McLain [2005] or Steger et al. [2007]. 
3 There are different possible perspectives: we can look at the distribution from a global 
perspective or from the perspective of the nation-state, region, or settlement. We may con-
sider among stakeholders not only people exposed to the unequal impact of industrial 
pollution, but also future unborn generations or non-human beings.
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benefi ts and adverse impacts in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. 
Yet, as Elvers, Gross and Heinrich [2008] suggest, the realities of most European 
societies differ from those in the United States, where we fi nd a rather narrow 
understanding of environmental justice, restricted to a certain group or ethnic 
minority (or people of colour). The important challenge is to outline a concept of 
environmental justice as an inherent feature of controversial decision processes. 
These may relate to any kind of regulation perceived to affect the environments of 
heterogeneous stakeholders. [Elvers, Gross and Heinrich 2008: 836]. 

While we agree that there is some justifi cation for this call to broaden and 
adjust the approach in Europe, there are possible exemptions for immigrants and 
ethnic minorities, where an environmental justice framed around ethnic or class 
factors and equality has solid ground. One of them is the Roma ethnic minority, 
where a correlation between class and/or ethnicity and exposure to environmen-
tal risks has recently been identifi ed and described [Steger et al. 2007; Harper, 
Steger and Filčák 2009; Filčák 2010, 2012]. 

Today, many Roma settlements are found on the outskirts of villages, sepa-
rated from the majority of the population by roads, railways, or other barriers, 
disconnected from water pipelines and sewage treatment facilities, and close to 
landfi lls or in areas regularly subject to fl ooding. The location of these settlements 
confi rms experience from other countries: access to natural resources and expo-
sure to environmental risks are not equally distributed and class and/or ethnic 
affi liation play an important role [Bullard 1990; Bryant and Mohai 1998; Bull-
ard and Johnson 2000; Pellow 2002; Walker et al. 2003; Schlosberg 2004]. In other 
words, environmental risks and the distribution of adverse effects have a tenden-
cy to be imposed more on those who do not possess adequate resources for their 
own protection or are discriminated against because of their ethnic origin. 

This research indicates that the differentiated exposure to environmental 
risks in the Roma and neighbouring non-Roma communities results from ethnic 
discrimination in the distribution (i.e. ‘who gets what’ is infl uenced by the per-
ceived ‘inferiority’ of the Roma by the majority); and real processes (i.e. ‘how it 
happened’ refl ects the relative strength and weakness of different social actors). 

In analysing identifi ed cases of environmental (in)justice this article focuses 
on the question of the location of settlements. Why are the identifi ed Roma set-
tlements located in places that limit their access to resources and exposing them 
to adverse environmental impacts? What were or are the distributional and pro-
cedural aspects of land allocation? The article documents and analyses how the 
location of Roma settlements is related to the distribution and control of entitle-
ments. As we discuss, the location does not predominantly depend on the type 
of land ownership (private or collective) or on the form of governance,4 but rather 
on the broader economic and social interests of those in control. 

4 This does not mean that different types of governance do not provide different opportu-
nities and mechanisms for weakening or strengthening control over entitlements. 
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Amartya Sen [1981, 1984, 1999] identifi ed entitlements as the basic pre-
condition for the expansion of capabilities and he seems to have been the fi rst 
to pursue their analysis. He is interested in how people gain and lose control 
over resources and his initial subject of research was famines and access to food. 
Based on this study he notes that ‘starvation is the characteristic of some peo-
ple not having enough food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there being not 
enough food to eat. While the latter can be a cause of the former, it is but one 
of many possible causes’ [Sen 1981: 18]. In this sense, the lack of benefi ts from 
natural resources is not always a problem of scarcity of resources (i.e. clean ar-
eas for settlement), but can also be a problem of who controls the entitlement to 
use these resources. Entitlement rights may govern access to natural resources 
and thus infl uence the capabilities of different individuals and groups and their 
well-being. 

Amartya Sen [1984: 497] defi nes entitlements as the set of alternative com-
modity bundles that a person can command in a society using the totality of 
rights and opportunities that he or she faces. This understanding of entitlements 
is broad and encompasses numerous aspects. One can possess entitlement to 
certain resources through ownership (e.g. inheritance, production, trade), or 
through rights legitimised by laws and rules (e.g. nominated or elected repre-
sentatives with decision-making power). However, entitlements may also derive 
from unwritten rules of management of common pool resources. 

In his original formulation Sen was only concerned with legal ownership 
by individuals of alienable commodities. He ignored the possibility of weaker 
claims over resources, such as access and usufruct rights, as well as contexts 
where property rights are exercised institutionally, such as common, rather than 
individual property regimes [Devereux 2001: 253]. Yet, as the follow up research 
revealed (and our survey of the Roma communities confi rms), these are of princi-
pal importance for the analyses. Sen further claims that entitlements derive from 
legal rights rather than morality, or human rights and should therefore be treated 
as a descriptive, rather than a normative concept [Sen 1984: 166]. Yet, even if en-
titlements as such are not a normative concept, the ways in which people and 
social groups approach their distribution are to a signifi cant degree (at least in 
our examples) dependent on morals, values, and perceptions. In addition, there 
are (equally if not even more important) economic interests that play a crucial 
role in the distribution. 

Ownership and formal rules are an important part of the puzzle, but equally 
important is to take into account other social processes framing the decision and 
its outcomes. An extended entitlements approach therefore sees entitlements as 
the outcome of negotiations among social actors, involving power relationships 
and debates over meaning, rather than as simply the result of fi xed, moral rules 
encoded in law [Leach, Mearns and Scoones 1997: 23].

Many rights to natural resources are outcomes of complicated social proc-
esses at the local level and are not directly based on legally binding rules, writ-
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ten agreements or enforceable procedures. Alternatively, social networks and 
decision-making power can be viewed as being based on social membership. As 
Leach, Mearns and Scoones [1997, 1999] note, resource claims are often contested, 
and within existing power structures some actors’ claims are likely to prevail over 
those of others. Socially determined entitlements are more dynamic and liquid 
and—crucially for entitlement analysis—less amenable to specifi cation at the in-
dividual level than market-determined entitlements. 

Building on the extended entitlements approach, an entitlement is defi ned 
here as the state or condition of having a guarantee of access to benefi ts. Or more 
specifi cally, it is the right to develop certain land for a desired use. This could 
be formal, specifi ed by law or contract, but in social reality there are also infor-
mal rules that govern the management of natural resources and the utilisation 
of associated benefi ts in a community (e.g. unwritten decisions, traditions, or 
habits). 

We need to see entitlements not just as a part of the problem, but also as a 
part of the solution. We cannot simply address environmental justice through a 
reallocation of entitlements and rights to individuals; we need to see the broader 
perspective that encompasses respect for others, obligations, duties, and respon-
sibility. Mark J. Smith and Piya Pangsapa [2008] call this ‘circuits of justice’, or, in 
other words, spaces in which new confi gurations of entitlements and obligations 
are constructed through discourses and accepted praxis. 

Entitlements are a strong driver of community development: they are as-
sets that help communities and individuals. Those who control the resources in 
a village or town enhance their capabilities and social networks. Those who are 
excluded from these entitlements are restricted in how much they may develop 
their capabilities and may remain in a weaker position in society. 

The unequal distribution of environmental benefi ts and risks needs to be 
analysed within a framework of deeper social processes and mechanisms caus-
ing the differentiated treatment of different people or social groups. The focus is 
on the question of ‘why’ these trends arise. Although non-Roma and Roma share 
the same space, their resources and power are not equal and the stronger group 
takes over local governance structures, thus dominating the distribution of enti-
tlements. When it comes to decision making at a local level, the stronger group 
(i.e. non-Roma) may mobilise its economic power and social capital and make 
(or infl uence) decisions to benefi t themselves. This leads to the development of a 
privatised, exclusionist style of governance that fails to refl ect diverse values and 
interests, while proving discriminatory to others. 

Entitlements are dynamic and change over time. Roma are not ‘passive ob-
jects’ but rather active subjects who aspire (or potentially aspire) to increase their 
share of resources. Decentralisation and local elections introduced in the 1990s 
have become the most important mechanisms for challenging the exclusionist 
style of governance and changing entitlements through increasingly visible po-
litical mobilisation and local elections. Roma are becoming more and more able 
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to overcome internal fragmentation (especially in villages) and unite for local 
councils and mayoral elections.5 The European Union (EU) and nation-state pol-
icy framework further entitle marginalised people and communities with anti-
discrimination measures (e.g. a court decision prohibiting the new construction 
of housing for Roma in isolated locations, which will be discussed below). In this 
article we discuss how these and other factors and trends have been changing en-
titlement distribution and control in cases where there are two groups competing 
over the same resources, as is the case in villages in eastern Slovakia inhabited by 
Roma and non-Roma.

Data analysis 

The Roma ethnic minority was studied in fi eld research on environmental justice 
in Slovakia between 2005 and 2009. The research was inspired and motivated by 
the conditions identifi ed in the literature: the widespread patterns of social exclu-
sion and spatial segregation of Roma settlements from the main villages [Guy 
2001; UNDP 2002; Scheffel 2005; Matlovič 2005; Hurrle 2005]. The aim was to ex-
plore how this social and spatial exclusion of the Roma population is refl ected in 
access to environmental benefi ts and exposure to adverse impacts, to document 
specifi c forms of environmental (in)justice, and to analyse its origin, roots, and 
implications. 

The fi rst goal of the fi eld research was to assess of the quality of the envi-
ronment and exposure to environmental risks. Two groups of research questions 
were posed at the beginning of the research: Can the situation in some of the 
Roma settlements be described as environmental (in)justice? If so, what are the 
forms and scope of the unequal treatment, and what are the impacts on the af-
fected communities? This required making a comparative qualitative evaluation 
of the situation, conditions, and discrepancies between the majority and minor-
ity environmental living space. The second (related) goal was to map the land 
ownership and entitlements over the space in which the Roma settlements are 
located. What is the entitlement distribution, how does it relate to the ownership 
pattern and what were and are the social processes associated with the unequal 
distribution of environmental benefi ts and harms?

The data presented here are based on the outcomes of regional research that 
was designed to provide a snapshot overview of the situation of Roma settlements 
in the selected eastern region of the Slovak Republic.6 In total, 30 settlements (out 

5 See, for instance, articles and statistics issued by the Roma Press Agency (RPA) available 
at: http://www.mecem.sk/rpa/?id=search&lang=slovak&show=22036, or http://www.
mecem.sk/rpa/?id=local&show=20296. 
6 Eastern Slovakia is the region with the highest concentration of Roma settlements in the 
country. 
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of the 281 settlements identifi ed) were randomly selected to be included in the re-
search sample.7 To generate this set of random numbers, the research randomiser 
developed by the Social Psychology Network was used.8 Where there was more 
than one Roma settlement in a village, the biggest one was selected. 

For the purpose of sampling, settlements concentrated in central parts of 
the town were omitted for the following reasons: (1) these settlements do not usu-
ally possess clear boundaries between Roma and non-Roma dwellings, and (2) it 
is hard to fi nd any differences in the distribution of environmental benefi ts and 
risks. The focus is on settlements spatially segregated from the town or village by 
distance, by a natural barrier, such as a stream or forest, or by some other barrier, 
such as a railway track or road. The settlements in the sample belong administra-
tively to two eastern Slovakian counties Prešov and Košice (see Figure 1 for the 
geographical distribution and Figure 3 for the names of the settlements).

7 The settlement numbers are based on a 2004 survey and the Atlas of Roma communi-
ties developed by the SPACE Foundation and the Institute for Public Affairs Bratislava, 
available at: http://www.romovia.vlada.gov.sk/3553/atlas-romskych-komunit-2004.php; 
or OPSGRC 2005 for more information. 
8 The random numbers generator of the Social Psychology Network is available at: http://
www.randomizer.org/index.htm. This is a service offered to students and researchers in-
terested in conducting random assignment and random sampling.

Figure 1.  Geographical distribution of the 30 Roma settlements included in 
the regional research

Source: Wikimedia Commons and the author. 
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Qualitative and quantitative data were collected and analysed for the re-
search. Quantitative data were fi rst collected from central authorities (i.e. the 
Ministry of the Environment, the Ministry of Construction and Regional Devel-
opment, the Central Bureau of Statistics, and the Offi ce of the Plenipotentiary of 
the Government for Roma Communities). These data were triangulated during 
fi eld research with local authorities and NGOs. 

Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)9 was used as the fi eld research methodology. 
This involves a series of techniques for quick research that are aimed at generat-
ing results of less apparent precision but greater evidential value than classic 
quantitative survey techniques [Chambers 1994; Dunn 1994]. The research builds 
on a rapid on-site evaluation in each of the selected locations. The approach uses 
multiple methods, including archival research on the history of the settlements, 
a review of secondary sources, interviews with local stakeholders (i.e. mayors, 
NGOs, Roma leaders), and direct participant observation (i.e. water collection, 
waste management, local planning), foot transects, familiarisation, participa-
tion in activities, scoring and ranking, and rapid report writing in the fi eld.10 The 
method allows for the use of short simple questionnaires towards the end of the 
data collection process or, as in this case, a checklist, which was used to make a 
comparative evaluation of the Roma and non-Roma parts of the villages. Basic 
facts were sought on the distribution of benefi ts and harms between the major-
ity and minority. At the end, triangulation was used to increase the validity of 
the data. 

Environmental qualities were assessed relatively and Roma settlements 
were compared to a non-Roma part of the nearby village. We asked, how is an 
absolute criterion (e.g. the probability of fl oods or excessive pollution) refl ected 
in local distribution and the level of exposure? Is there any difference in relative 
access to water and a clean environment or in exposure to environmental threats? 
The aim was to look for a particular variation in access and exposure to risk. The 
research was not focused on a comparative evaluation of variables, scope and im-
pacts in different cases, but rather on an analysis of the social processes that lead 
to differentiated access and exposure at the local level. 

Out of the 30 settlements, only seven cases indicated that access to natural 
resources and exposure to environmental threats for the Roma and non-Roma 
people was equal (Figure 2). The most widespread inequality is in access to pota-
ble water, where as many as 16 settlements are in a comparatively worse situation 
than their majority counterparts. In two cases, higher exposure to contamination 
from pollution was found, and in two cases unequal risk of fl oods was identifi ed. 
In three cases there was cumulative exposure to more than one stressor (exposure 
to fl oods and unequal access to water). 

9 It need not necessarily be rural or rapid [Chambers 1994; Dunn 1994].
10 See, for instance, A Guide for Field Projects on Adaptive Strategies. Available at: http://
www.iisd.org/casl/caslguide/rapidruralappraisal.htm. 
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The three areas, or patterns, where differentiated exposure and access were 
documented are: (1) exposure to fl oods, (2) exposure to industrial pollution, and 
(3) access to water and sanitation.11 

(1) Exposure to fl oods: Exposure to fl oods is more likely in the case of Roma 
shantytowns segregated from the main villages. In some cases recent disasters 
have prompted the authorities to adopt anti-fl ood measures. This is, for example, 
the case in Uzovske Pekľany, where, after disastrous fl oods in 1998, the munici-
pality deepened the river bed. In four other villages included in the research sam-
ple (Nižný Tvarožec, Petrová, Markovce, and Chminianske Jakubovany), limited 
measures were adopted to address this danger. The fl oods of 2010 substantially 
impacted most of them. Results of the regional research on fl ood risks indicate 
that in at least fi ve villages out of the 30, there was a higher risk of fl oods in the 
Roma settlements, than in the main village.12 There was no village examined in 
which non-Roma were more exposed to fl oods than Roma.

(2) Exposure to industrial pollution: A direct link between industrial produc-
tion and unequal exposure to emissions was identifi ed in the case of the Roma set-

11 For instance, a study and report titled Environmental Quality and Social Deprivation, com-
missioned by the Environmental Agency of the UK [Walker et al. 2003], came to the con-
clusion that the three main areas of environmental inequality and social deprivation in 
Britain are (1) fl ood hazard, (2) integrated pollution control sites and (3) air quality.
12 Three settlements (out of these fi ve) have the combined problem of a fl ood risk and 
unequal access to water. 

Figure 2.  Comparative evaluation—higher exposure to risk or worse access to 
environmental resources in the Roma settlements compared to their 
non-Roma neighbourhood (30 settlements)

Source: The author. 
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tlement in Krompachy, which is also home to non-Roma people. The class factor 
(besides ethnicity) can also be identifi ed as playing an important role in this case. 

This settlement is located at the foot of a hill, behind a smelting factory 
and under its chimneys. Most of the inhabitants are impoverished former work-
ers from the nearby factory. The locality is spatially segregated from the town 
by a road and stream and four blocks of apartments were originally built there 
for the factory’s workers. The factory’s need for an unskilled workforce attracted 
Roma from surrounding areas and soon they formed a settlement surrounding 
the blocks of apartments. Except for a few families, the non-Roma inhabitants of 
the apartments gradually left. The second identifi ed case is Trebišov and the meat 
processing factory that is located close to a Roma neighbourhood/settlement. 

(3) Access to water and sanitation: There is a clear discriminatory pattern of 
unequal treatment concerning access to water and sanitation. On the micro level 
of communities, only 11 Roma settlements (out of the sample of 30 villages) have 
the same access to water as non-Roma.13 The usual situation is that the infrastruc-
ture (i.e. pipelines) connects to lines in the non-Roma community, whereas Roma 
are not connected to the networks. This situation is caused by multiple factors: 
Roma houses are often illegally built; the number of houses has grown signifi -
cantly in recent decades (in some cases after the construction of pipelines); and 
Roma are simply not able to co-fi nance their construction. 

The second goal of the fi eld research was an entitlement analysis. We had 
two objectives: fi rst, mapping land ownership in Roma settlements,14 and second, 
tracking land ownership history and dynamics over time. We were interested in 
the evolution of entitlements over the space in which the Roma settlements are 
located. We also wanted to understand the present situation and identify any 
trends. 

Owing to an extremely complicated ownership structure and a lack of doc-
umentation it was impossible to evaluate ownership of the land in percentage 
terms or size, so the research focused on the ownership typology. Daniel Bromley 
[1989] identifi es four main possible resource regimes: common property, private 
property, state property, and open access [Bromley 1989: 871]. With the exception 
of the last one we fi nd these also in places where Roma have built their settle-
ments:
–  Common property: land in the possession and under the control of the munici-

palities; 
–  Private property: land owned by private legal (e.g. a forest association) or phys-

ical entities, sometimes by unknown owners;
–  State property: land in the possession of the state and managed by its authori-

ties. 

13 In 16 cases there is unequal access to water, and in another 3 cases there is the problem 
of unequal access to water and unequal exposure to fl oods. 
14 Almost all non-Roma houses are built on land owned by the owner of the house. 
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Figure 3. Land ownership in 30 selected Roma settlements 

Roma Unknown Munici-
pality

Non-
Roma

Forest as-
sociation

State 
property

Jánovce x

Spišské Vlachy x

Zbudske Dlhé x x x

Uzovske Pekľany x

Dvorníky– Včeláre x x

Humenné–Podskalka x x

Helcmanovce x

Bardejov-Dlhá lúka x

Rokytov x

Mníšek nad Hnilcom x x

Zborov x

Petrová x x x x x

Lenártov x x

Krompachy x x x x

Hažín x

Trebišov x x

Spišské Bystré x

Medzilaborce – Palota x x

Nižný Tvarožec x

Spišský Hrhov x x

Chminianske  Jakubovany x

Markušovce x x x

Bystrany x x

Sečovce x x x

Markovce x

Bystré x

Nižná Jablonka x

Snina x x

Trhovište x x

Nižná Slaná x

Source: The author. 
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Figure 3 summarises different types of ownership of land in Roma dwell-
ings and their occurrence (i.e. in how many of the 30 settlements is this type rep-
resented). The most common situation in the settlements is a complicated mixture 
of private land owned by Roma, non-Roma, municipalities, forest associations, or 
land belonging to unknown owners. It nevertheless provides a very interesting 
picture of the ownership landscape. 

State ownership actually plays a marginal role; in only one case (Petrová) 
is some of the land in a settlement owned by the State Property Fund. Roma are 
the owners of at least some part of the land their settlements are on in only 18 cases. 
In 12 cases they do not possess any property rights over the land on which 
they live. 

In Spišské Vlachy, Bystré, Helcmanovce and Nižná Jablonka the Roma are 
the owners of all the land in their settlements. More typically, houses built on 
Roma-owned land15 were later joined by a growing number of shelters as the 
communities grew in size. These are located on land close to properties with vari-
ous types of ownership. Other settlements, like those in Hažín, Nižná Slaná, or 
Jánovce, are built entirely on the land of private, non-Roma owners. 

Bardejov-Dlhá lúka and Rokytov are located on land owned by the munici-
pality. Land in Uzovske Pekľany is owned by a forest association, and in Nižný 
Tvarožec the owners of the land are unknown. All in all, the structure of owner-
ship points to the very important role of municipalities and non-Roma owners in 
the land distribution and permits for settlements. It also points to the central role 
of municipalities in the process, for example, in the entitlements to the land of 
the unknown owners, or acting as the mediator between the interests of private 
owners and Roma communities. 

The relationship between current entitlements and environmental quality is 
rather complicated. Although there is no clear pattern, there are certain tenden-
cies here. For instance, the land in the most (environmentally) problematic areas 
tends to be owned by non-Roma private owners. In all seven cases where the 
situation in the Roma and non-Roma communities is evaluated as equal we fi nd 
Roma settlements built on land owned by Roma and the municipality. 

The fi rst challenge in analysing entitlements is to determine their nature. As 
Sen [1981] notes, in many cases the appropriate characterisation of entitlements 
may pose problems, and in some cases they may well be best described as ‘fuzzy’ 
sets and related structures [Sen 1981: 48]. There are two factors that contribute to 
this ‘fuzziness’. First, a substantial share of land belongs to ‘unknown owners’. 
Eight Roma settlements are partly built on such land. This category represents a 
problem somewhat specifi c to Slovakia. The land is de jure private, but de facto it 
does not belong to any identifi able owner. This is no small problem. 

15 Land either bought by Roma or transferred to them by local municipalities. The latter 
approach is sometimes prompted by an effort on the part of local councils to abdicate 
responsibility for the area. 
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This diffi culty in determining ownership is mostly due to the chaos that 
ensued after 1945 and ignorance of the problem in the 1950s, when the collectivi-
sation of agriculture, including agricultural land, began.16 In the late 1990s the 
state established a new land register,17 but progress has been slow, and in 2006 
the Constitutional Court decided to prohibit any transfer of land from unknown 
owners to municipalities and the state.18 

There are around 550 000 hectares of land in Slovakia which on paper be-
long to private owners, but to which in reality property rights cannot be deter-
mined. 19 In the two counties from which data were collected for this study, this 
applies to several thousand cases (459 006 unknown owners in Prešovský kraj, 
and 304 815 in Košický kraj).20

Second, historically land was usually divided equally among heirs.21 Be-
cause of property and heritage laws, individual properties are often very small; 
the land is divided among dozens, or even hundreds of small owners. Tracing 
back the actual owner of the land under the Roma settlements is often very com-
plicated. Even when it is possible, ownership may be divided among a number 
of people. This makes it diffi cult to sell or buy property, and in many parts of the 
countryside, private owners in practice are not interested in control and utilisa-
tion of their properties. They tolerate the Roma settlements because they do not 
have an alternative use. In economic terms the opportunity cost of not usuing 
the land under Roma houses is small or zero unless a new opportunity presents 
itself, such as the construction of a road or a tourist attraction, which would make 
even small pieces of land commercially attractive. 

Land, entitlements and control: ‘not in my backyard’

Entitlements—operationalised as land ownership and/or control—are studied 
here in the context of their development. Some settlements were built a long time 
ago, some during the former totalitarian regime, and others appeared recently, 
after the political changes in the 1990s. Although regimes have changed and the 
governance system has gone through rather different stages, there are similarities 
and deeper mechanisms in entitlement control. 

16 Very often only the name of the owner is listed in the land register but with no further 
identifying information or data. 
17 In Slovak, Register obnovenej evidencie pozemkov.
18 Because of the land’s commercial potential, there was and is a substantial lobby to shift 
this ownership so that the land can be utilised and/or privatised in the future.
19 This is the latest publicly available government estimate dating from August 2006. 
20 The rather high number is due to the fact that the plots are often very small in size as the 
land is fragmented and divided up among heirs. See the following paragraph. 
21 In the Hungarian part of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire, all heirs obtained an 
equal share of an inheritance. This differed from the Austrian part, where agricultural 
land was usually inherited by the oldest son. 
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Roma settlement in Slovakia has a long history. For instance, in 1661, the 
Town Council of Ružomberok allowed four Roma families to settle in the ter-
ritory and produce lime for the city [Jurová 2000a, 2002b]. In the 17th and 18th 
centuries Roma were allowed to inhabit places allocated to them by the nobil-
ity, towns, and villages. During this period, pressure increased on the Roma to 
change their nomadic lifestyle and tie them to a particular location. 

In the 20th century, and especially after the Second World War, municipal-
ities (i.e. the non-Roma inhabitants of villages) began taking a greater role in 
selecting locations for Roma settlements. All the settlements described in this 
article were built before the Second World War or during the regime of centrally 
planned socialism. In the cases identifi ed, people moved into a situation where 
environmental threats existed prior to their settling there. Roma houses are some-
times legal, but they are often illegal or do not comply with the building code and 
other relevant legislation.

Socialism and central planning added new dynamics and new trends to lo-
cating settlements. In the 1950s all Roma were forced to settle. A substantial part 
of the land was nationalised, entitlements came under the control of the ruling 
party, and it was the role of appointed local councils to govern. The councils usu-
ally tried to balance the general directives of the Communist Party and the inter-
ests of the local people (i.e. non-Roma) exercising control over the entitlement to 
the nationalised land in the possession of the state. 

The traditionally larger size of Roma families, the collapse of socialism and 
central planning, and the economic and social transformation together led to a 
signifi cant increase in the number of people living in the settlements. Roma who 
had been living in dormitories and houses for workers either lost their ability to 
pay their bills and were simply thrown out as soon as their employment contract 
terminated, or their dwellings were sold to private owners. Then they had no 
choice but to return to the shantytowns.

The social and economic transformation also brought back the central role 
of private ownership of agricultural land and forests (suppressed under social-
ism and collective ownership). Municipal councils and mayors are now directly 
elected and not appointed by the ruling party, but changes in entitlement control 
have only very recently become visible (as will be discussed below). Regardless 
of the regimes, from the very beginning of the settlements’ history non-Roma 
(i.e. entitlement owners and controllers) have had a strong role in the allocation 
of places. 

It is important to distinguish between ownership, control, and access 
[Bromley 1989; Devereux 2001]. While access is usually directly infl uenced by 
ownership or control, there may be control without ownership and ownership 
without control. Private ownership is of key importance, but what is also impor-
tant is control of the entitlement over land that has unknown, scattered owners 
or is in the possession of the municipality or the state. In the present situation of 
mixed and unclear ownership of unknown entities, where known owners are not 
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particularly interested in their property (e.g. because of its low value, small size, 
fragmentation, or poor location), the role of the municipalities becomes central in 
land control and access guarantees. 

As illustrated in Figure 4, entitlements to land in municipalities with Roma 
settlements are the rather complicated outcome of different forces and actors pur-
suing their own aims. There are multiple relationships among ownership, control 
or access, and entitlements, but we have to see them in the context of other factors 
that have an impact on the situation. It matters who the owner is, and it matters 
how control and access are managed in the framework of different political, so-
cial, and economic policies and interests. 

The cases of environmental (in)justice identifi ed in this research are to 
a substantial extent a result of local power struggles embedded in the overall 
framework of implemented (or, rather, not implemented) international and na-
tional policies and rules. 

Entitlements to resources are subject to political, economic and social clash-
es within communities, and the stronger groups (whether in numbers or eco-
nomically) may manipulate the distribution (or non-distribution) in their favour. 
As Amartya Sen pointed out [1984], limited access to environmentally safe land 
for settlement is the result of people generally not having access to land, rather 
than there not being enough suitable land. There are several strong factors that 
affect distribution that can be grouped and analysed as economic and social. 

The fi rst and most important factor is perhaps the economic one. The price 
of land or the value of real estate and its commercial potential infl uence deci-

Figure 4.  The different forces and actors that shape entitlements to land 
distribution in municipalities with Roma settlements 

Source: The author. 
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sions about where to settle or where to let newcomers to the village build their 
houses. Environmental conditions often have a signifi cant impact on the value 
and commercial potential of land. There is not usually a strong economic interest 
in regularly fl ooded areas or contaminated sites, so the interest in the entitlement 
control is weak. On the other hand, entitlements to arable land, pastures, or pro-
ductive forests have traditionally had a high value in rural communities, so there 
has been a stronger interest to control them. 

An important economic trend, closely related to the overall development of 
local production and consumption patterns, is the shift in the demand for labour. 
This is especially true for low-skilled workers. Roma who traditionally worked 
as miners, lumberjacks, or seasonal workers on cooperative farms are no longer 
needed in the local economy. A decrease in agricultural production and mining, 
and new technologies and machines in agriculture and forestry have been gradu-
ally making unskilled labour redundant. These changes have also deeply affected 
non-Roma inhabitants of villages. As the Roma were among the fi rst to lose their 
jobs (mostly due to the discrimination factor), the non-Roma focused on protect-
ing the remaining work opportunities. The Roma thus lost one of the very few rea-
sons for which they were tolerated by the majority. This is also expressed in spatial 
terms. This ‘unwanted’ minority is, through different mechanisms, gradually be-
ing forced to leave, moving further out to the outskirts of the cities or villages. 

Social and especially ethnic prejudices and discrimination play an impor-
tant role. In the cases studied it is common to fi nd a spatial distance between the 
majority and the minority. Segregation tendencies lead to weaker ethnic or social 
groups becoming located in places allocated to them by those in control of enti-
tlements to the land. The problem is that the land they are given, being commer-
cially unattractive and as far as possible from the village, may also be land with 
comparatively worse conditions, resulting in environmental (in)justice. 

This is something similar to the reaction to environmentally problematic 
activities expressed as the ‘not in my backyard’ syndrome (NIMBY). The term 
originally referred to the problems of environmental impacts from technological 
facilities, factories, or roads. The Roma are in this respect seen by the majority 
as a kind of ‘social pollution’, decreasing the well-being of those living in close 
proximity.22 

The latest, and a very illustrative, example of where the NIMBY syndrome 
and entitlement control come together is the social housing projects supported by 
the EU and the national government as the most important measure to address 
the adverse situation of the Roma communities. Such housing projects developed 
in Slovakia (i.e. Sabinov, Letanovce, or Spišské Vlachy-Dobra Vôľa) have one thing 
in common: new houses are planned (or already built) in places that are quite far 
from the villages. 

22 For instance, having Roma in the neighbourhood dramatically decreases real estate val-
ues.
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Entitlements and environmental justice: trends 

As already mentioned, entitlements and entitlement-based control of resources 
is a dynamic process. The question that arises is how does this process infl uence 
the distribution of the environmental benefi ts and risks—i.e. environmental jus-
tice? There are several trends in entitlement distribution that are weakening or 
strengthening the Roma position. Among the most important weakening factors 
are: the changing value of the land; growing segregation tendencies; patterns of 
land ownership and concentration of property rights; improving law enforce-
ment; and growing economic and social disparities. Among the strengthening 
factors we can list the role of the state and external agencies and the political 
mobilisation of the ethnic minority. 

The value of land and its commercial potential has been changing over time. 
An agriculturally unattractive piece of land allocated to the Roma a century ago 
may turn out to be of good value decades later when real estate agents plan to 
build new housing or when a tourism industry develops. Two examples to illus-
trate this point are Letanovský Mlyn23 and Jánovce.

The Roma settlement in the part of a village called Letanovský Mlyn is locat-
ed in a valley that leads into a national park. The mayor of the village has openly 
stated:24 ‘As soon as we eliminate the former Roma settlement, we plan to build 
tourist facilities and parking lots in Letanovský mlyn.’ In the eyes of non-Roma 
the location of the Roma settlement is one of the main obstacles to the develop-
ment of the tourist industry in the village. In the spring of 2005 the municipality 
started to construct new public housing for the Roma in Letanovce. These new 
blocks of houses were to be located three kilometres outside the village. Further-
more, there was no direct road connecting this place with the village.25 

Approximately 500 people are living in a Roma settlement in Jánovce with 
overcrowded houses and a single water pump serving the whole community. In 
2011 the municipality launched an ambitious plan: the Roma settlement located 
in the village centre was to be moved approximately two kilometres outside the 
village (from the quarter Pod Machalovcom to Hlohy). The village mayor de-
fended this decision on the grounds that the place where the current settlement is 
located belongs to private owners and the shantytown is built illegally and with-

23 Although Letanovský Mlyn is not a part of the original research sample, it is situated 
in proximity to the other surveyed settlements and was visited and analysed during the 
fi eld research. Social processes, confl icts, and trends not so clearly demonstrated in other 
places are apparent there. 
24 ‘Letanovský mlyn sťahujú do novej osady.’ (Letanovsky Mlyn Will Move to a New 
Settlement) SME, 28 April 2005. Retrieved 30 June 2011 (http://www.sme.sk/clanok.
asp?cl=2028448).
25 As of March 2012 these houses are still not fi nished, owing to the lack of money allo-
cated by Letanovce municipality and pressures from a neighbouring village. The houses 
are so far from Letanovce, that they are close to another, neighbouring non-Roma village. 
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out permission. In his words: ‘The settlement above the village centre depresses 
land prices, and the value of individual and municipal buildings and properties: 
we will get rid of illegal construction and the Roma will get new social housing.’ 
The municipality defends its housing project with the claim that they do not have 
any other municipal land on which to construct social housing. The interest of 
private owners is clearly behind this move. They want to start housing construc-
tion in the village and for this they need to get rid of the Roma shantytown. With 
an estimated value of 3.3 million euros, this is a signifi cant investment and the 
project is dependent on state funding. The Roma have signed agreements, despite 
the fact the village has not yet secured funds. 

Both cases illustrate the ways in which the majority decides about minority 
settlement. The economic value of the land, commercial opportunities for land 
exploitation, and social factors all play a very important role. It is very probable 
that the current process refl ects and replicates previous practice. It is just the eco-
nomic drivers that are modifi ed. Today it is not about arable land or pastures: the 
most valuable land nowadays is that which is suitable for building commercial 
houses or is situated on the edge of a national park where the ancestors of non-
Roma in the village allowed Roma to settle decades ago. 

Owners in Letanovce refused to sell land for the Roma housing project any 
closer to the village. In Jánovce we also fi nd a tendency (besides commercial in-
terests) to ‘push’ Roma further out of the village. These cases thus point to the 
problem of growing segregation tendencies, compounded by growing social in-
equalities, which at the local level results in the polarisation of the communities. 
In the end, new social housing may turn into ghettoes, with all their associated 
social and environmental problems. 

Patterns of land ownership and the concentration of property rights further 
contribute to this polarisation. Development during the past two decades of re-
form has been strongly infl uenced on a national and local scale by the neoliberal 
development paradigm. This paradigm has been adopted at the central level and 
is promoted by business, the main think tanks, public intellectuals and the media. 
It is a paradigm of privatisation, deregulation and the transference of some con-
trol over the economy from the public to the private sector, reducing social wel-
fare spending and where possible shifting welfare from public to private projects 
[Peet and Hartwick 1999; Garcia 2006; Hartwich 2009]. 

Adherence to this paradigm has given rise to several factors that impact the 
vulnerability (in one way or another) of marginalised people. The very fi rst is the 
privatisation of state and municipal assets. Selling land, enterprises, or services 
has been a vital source of income. The transformation of the agricultural sector 
from cooperative and state-owned farms into private farms has gradually led to 
the sale of land to private owners.26 A side effect of this privatisation and transfer 

26 A side effect of this was that the collapse of entities that previously employed a sub-
stantial number of people with lower education caused mass structural unemployment. 
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of ownership from public to private entities has been the concentration of owner-
ship and stronger property rights regimes. This shift gradually enhances entitle-
ment-based ownership and leads to improved law enforcement, as the new own-
ers have more power and interests to control their properties. This is especially 
signifi cant when the location of semi-legal or illegal settlements interferes with 
potential economic opportunities. It is very likely that we will see more and more 
forced evictions and resettlement of people in places where entitlements control 
is weaker (e.g. environmentally problematic areas). 

It is important to see all these trends in the framework of the growing eco-
nomic and social disparities and the mainstream public discourse in society. The 
problems of the poor or marginalised are increasingly framed as personal rather 
than systemic failures where structural causes are neglected.27 There are enduring 
historical prejudices against the Roma, but the past 20 years of the transformation 
has heightened them signifi cantly. Entitlements are used as tools for the further 
segregation of Roma communities and for moving them out of the space inhabited 
by non-Roma. There is pressure to re-allocate Roma to new places which is often 
accompanied by deepening segregation and potential for increasing inequalities 
in the access to environmental benefi ts or exposure to environmental risks. 

At the same time we see see a counter-movement and new dynamics in en-
titlement distribution and control. The role of the state and external agencies and 
the political mobilisation of the Roma ethnic minority are enabling factors. The 
development policies of the EU provide somewhat limited support to counter 
the negative consequences of development by promoting economic and social 
cohesion goals. Yet without the EU effect it is diffi cult to imagine what the social 
cohesion policy in the country or in the region would be like. Besides pressure to 
comply with legal obligations, EU membership brings with it signifi cant fi nancial 
resources for adopting and implementing European policy goals. Two of them 
are particularly important: the concept of decentralisation (based on the EU sub-
sidiarity principle), and the economic and social cohesion policies. The former 
led to rapid decentralisation, and the latter to an increase of economic transfers to 
marginalised regions in the EU together with national budgets (co-fi nancing). 

Decentralisation is usually promoted by different stakeholders (i.e. the EU, 
national governments, or NGOs) as a positive tool leading to empowerment, 
public accountability and transparency. In reality the situation is often more com-
plicated, with mixed impacts on entitlement distribution and control. A combina-

Among them, the Roma ethnic minority was particularly hard hit due to discrimination in 
the job market [UNDP 2002; World Bank 2002, 2003; EC 2011].
27 This is mainly due to the changes in overall production and consumption patterns re-
fl ected specifi cally in local economy transformation. Roma who were (to a varying degree) 
included in the local economies as seasonal labour, specialised craftsmen, or workers in 
factories or in services were no longer needed. Because of the discrimination in the labour 
market they were usually among the fi rst to lose their jobs in rapidly downsizing enter-
prises. 
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tion of privatisation, capital accumulation and the empowerment of local elites 
may lead to control over the opportunities that arise from decentralisation and 
in reality could add to the pressure towards the displacement and segregation of 
marginalised communities. This occurs especially in cases where mechanisms of 
local democratic participation are not respected or are applied in a very ‘formal’ 
way, resulting in a new choreography of elite power [Swyngedouw, Moulaert 
and Rodriguez 2002]. Or as Lane [2003: 283] puts it, in theoretical terms calls for 
the decentralisation of many areas of state responsibility and demands for an 
enhanced role for civic actors, particularly in the area of environmental manage-
ment, fail to acknowledge the potential for powerful civic actors to subvert, rather 
than promote, democratic processes and outcomes.

It is precisely because of these dangers that the state and different agencies 
must actively step in. A ruling handed down by a court in Prešov on 17 June 2009 
serves as an important precedent for many municipalities in Slovakia: the court 
decided that building social houses for Roma outside of the town territory in Sab-
inov was discriminatory and against the principles of social integration. The mu-
nicipality and the Ministry of Construction and Regional Development lost the 
case and those affected have obtained compensation. Yet, the compensation will 
not solve their segregation problem and the cases identifi ed in this (and other) 
research indicate that Sabinov is not an extreme example but a confi rmation of 
adverse trends. The verdict is an important signal that Roma are entitled to non-
discriminatory practice in housing projects. It also points to the importance of 
civil society organisations, for initiating these kinds of court proceedings, and to 
the Roma themselves, who realised that there exist mechanisms to protect their 
rights. 

Although there is a tendency among those subjected to harm to have little 
history of civic and political participation, we are seeing new trends. The most sig-
nifi cant is perhaps the re-shaping of the meaning and possibilities of decentrali-
sation. Despite the potential adverse effects on entitlement distribution described 
above, it also provides new opportunities. Decentralisation is a strong policy and 
institutional framework within which the Roma ethnic minority can unite, par-
ticipate in the local elections, and change the status quo. There are approximately 
320 000 Roma living in 1575 identifi ed settlements in Slovakia [OPSGRC 2005]. In 
the 1998 municipal elections 254 Roma candidates registered for local elections 
and out of them 56 were elected to councils. In the same elections 6 Roma mayoral 
candidates succeeded. In the latest 2010 election there were 330 Roma elected to 
municipal councils and 29 successful Roma mayors. 

How will the role of the inter-ethnic relations, the infl uence of external agen-
cies (i.e. the EU, the state or developmental NGOs), and the increasing civic and 
political participation of the Roma ethnic minority be refl ect in entitlement distri-
bution and control (and in addressing the problem of environmental (in)justice) 
is the subject of further research. 
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Conclusion 

As newcomers to villages with practically no resources to buy land, Roma were 
allowed to settle in places allocated fi rst by the nobility, the gentry, farmers and 
later by the non-Roma majority and local municipalities. The location of the settle-
ments is a result of complicated social processes shaped by social exclusion, eth-
nic discrimination, economic power and interests. Entitlements play a key role in 
decision-making at the local level, leading to cases of environmental (in)justice.

This research reveals that we need to go beyond the original formulation 
of entitlements built on legal ownership by individuals of alienable commodi-
ties. Weaker claims over resources, such as access and usufruct rights, as well as 
situations of uninterested or unknown owners strengthen the role of those who 
(through formal or informal authority) possess decision making power. It indi-
cates that we need a more sophisticated understanding of entitlements, particu-
larly in terms of how they relate to other concepts and how they are applied in 
context. Last but not least, we need external agencies (especially the state) to take 
an active role in promoting the entitlements of marginalised people and groups 
and in ensuring non-discriminatory practices. 

The dynamics of the process and trends in entitlement distribution are im-
portant. This article showed how the changing social and economic context and 
shifts in land value infl uence entitlement distribution and environmental justice. 
The alarming trend seems to be the use of entitlements for further spatial seg-
regation of the Roma and the building of new and extended barriers between 
the majority and minority population. At the same time, it is also possible to see 
examples of resistance and positive changes based on the re-formulation and re-
allocation of entitlements (e.g. in housing projects). 

The results of the research suggest that we need to go beyond a simplistic 
descriptive understanding of entitlements. The way people and social groups ap-
proach the distribution of entitlements and how they control them depend on the 
broader context of economic and social interests and a deeper understanding of 
morals, values, and perceptions. The question is not just how to redistribute enti-
tlements and address cases of environmental (in)justice. We have to see this also 
from the perspective of obligations and duties. In other words, those who control 
entitlements should also have the responsibility to use them for the sustainable 
management of natural resources while ensuring the non-discriminatory distri-
bution of environmental benefi ts and risks. 

RICHARD FILČÁK is a researcher at the Institute for Forecasting of the Slovak Academy of 
Sciences. His main research focuses on the poverty-environment nexus, on the coping 
strategies of people amidst global and local environmental and socio-economic changes, 
and on how social and territorial exclusion leads to exposure to environmental risks and 
vulnerability of people. His new book Living beyond the Pale: Environmental Justice 
and the Roma Minority will be published in 2012 by the CEU Press.
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