
Netherlands Human Rights Institute reinforces 

human rights of Roma, Sinti and travellers 

regarding local housing policy  

Municipalities will no longer be able to implement a so-called 'extinction policy’ (zero-option policy) or 

reduction policy that aims to lower the number of sites for Roma, Sinti and travellers where they can  live 

according to their culture . This is the intention of the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations 

(hereafter: the Ministry) with the new policy  for  the municipalities : to erase discrimination and to allow 

these people to live in a caravan on locations where they can live together with their family. This new 

policy framework will soon become public. In its advice to the Ministry the Netherlands Human Rights 

Institute (NHRI) defined the human rights framework applicable in this context. The Institute explains what 

these human rights principles entails for municipalities, housing corporations and the State in the context of 

living conditions for Roma, Sinti and travellers. This advice has been largely incorporated in the newly 

developed policy of the Ministry on Housing of Roma, Sinti and travellers.  

Advice from The Netherlands Human Rights Institute to the Ministry 

Living in a caravan in specifically designed locations together with their family members is an essential 

component of the culture of the Roma, Sinti and travellers. Their culture is protected by human rights 

legislation, according to the European Court of Human Rights and others. In its recommendation, the NHRI 

states that the State, local authorities and housing corporations are obliged to not only protect their culture  

but also to facilitate it. 

The advice of the NHRI to the Ministry stems from the NHRI rulings on individual complaints against 

discrimination since 2014 regarding the local caravan site policy of various municipalities and housing 

corporations. In 20 of 36 cases, the NHRI concluded that policy or procedures were discriminatory against 

Roma, Sinti and travellers. After the publication of the ‘Caravan dweller/traveller seeks location for 

housing’ (Woonwagenbewoner zoekt standplaats) report from the National Ombudsman in 2017, including 

the recommendation to make  the national policy ‘human rights proof’, the Ministry  sought advice of  the 

NHRI on how the current housing policy of municipalities could be brought into line with ant-

discrimination legislation and prevailing human rights standards. The NHRI  conducted consultations with 

various travellers , Roma-, and Sinti  organisations before it issues its advice to the Ministry. Their 

experiences with the policies of the municipalities and housing corporations are encompassed within the 

recommendations of its advice , which includes the following points: 

• From now on, in their housing policies, municipalities must take account of the housing needs of 

Roma, Sinti and travellers; 

• In order to protect and facilitate the caravan culture, the State and local authorities must firstly 

assess their residential needs (similar to the need of others seeking in the the social rental public 

sector); 

https://mensenrechten.nl/publicaties/detail/38448
https://www.nationaleombudsman.nl/system/files/bijlage/DEF%20Rapport%202017060%20Woonwagenbewoner%20zoekt%20standplaats.pdf
https://www.nationaleombudsman.nl/system/files/bijlage/DEF%20Rapport%202017060%20Woonwagenbewoner%20zoekt%20standplaats.pdf


• According to their needs, municipalities and corporations must ensure that there are sufficient 

locations for caravans to enable family life; municipalities and housing corporations must ensure a 

mixed location with a variety of rental and owned or private caravans and/or locations; 

• Municipalities must create a waiting list for locations that is both accessible and transparent; 

• The waiting period for a location and/or caravan  must be kept the same as the waiting period for 

people on the waiting list for social rental housing. Roma, Sinti and travellers must also have a 

realistic prospect for such housing; 

• If locations and caravans are scarce,  Roma, Sinti and travellers whose (grand)parents live(d) in a 

caravan will be prioritised over other persons on the waiting list with regard to the allocation of 

these specific housing options; 

• Open communication, consultation and participation of the Roma, Sinti and travellers themselves 

is vital when drafting and implementing policy that affects these groups. 

Human Rights  

The so-called ‘0-option’ and reduction policy that some municipalities  applied or sometimes still do apply, 

which focuses on reducing the already scarce number of locations for caravans and mobile homes, impacts 

upon the very heart of the culture of Roma, Sinti and travellers. Living in a caravan is an essential 

component of their culture.. And this culture is protected by human rights legislation, according to the 

European Court of Human Rights and others. Policy which results in fewer people being able to live in 

caravans and the caravan culture eventually dying out contravenes these rights. This also applies to housing 

corporations. They have their own statutory responsibilities for ensuring that the offering in terms of 

caravans and locations and pitches stays in terms of numbers up to the needs, comparable to that of  the 

need for social housing. All forms of policy that aim to reduce the number of locations/pitches and 

caravans while there is a clear need for them, violate the ban on discrimination and the human rights of 

Roma, Sinti and travellers. 

Not Just Lip Service 

The new policy framework for municipalities is a good start to uphold the human rights for Roma, Sinti and 

travellers. Now, it is essential that this new policy framework is effectively put into practice. Multiple 

municipalities have already made a start with its implementation. The NHRI stresses that the State stays 

ultimately responsible for upholding the human rights of these persons and needs to maintain an  important 

role in this context even though this policy needs to the put into practice on a local level. In order to ensure 

that municipalities and housing corporations bring their policies in line with the new policy framework, the 

State will disseminate the policy advice of the NHRI on the applicable human rights framework and 

monitor the development of the number of locations and caravan made available. The State must also 

supervise its implementation and effective enforcement of this new policy to ensure that the human rights 

of Roma Sinti and travellers are guaranteed. 

 


