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Case Study: Dislocation of Roma and Irish Travellers
for the 2012 London Olympic Games
Barbara A. Thomas
Abstract:  The land development for the 2012 London Olympic Park has dislocated hun-
dreds of Roma and Irish Travellers.  This study analyzes the positive and negative effects 
of previous Olympic Games, as well as the historical abuse that the Roma and Irish Trav-
ellers have suffered. Under article 25.1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
adequate housing is considered a human right. If London’s rhetoric about changing the 
paradigm of Olympic Games human rights standards is to hold any value, it must first 
reevaluate its own actions regarding the management of relocating its citizens for the 
sake of the Olympics.

In a July 2007 press release, the London Devel-
opment Agency (LDA) announced its final ac-

quisitions of the 2,200 land and property interests 
(approx. 350 acres) required for the 2012 Olympic 
Park (LDA, 2007). This land acquisition includes 
the relocation of over 400 Roma1 and Irish Travel-
lers2 who feel that the LDA has not presented them 
with livable relocation sites, with impending time-
restraints and frustration with the Travellers, the 
LDA continues to progress towards its 2012 goal. 

Problem 
Unsatisfied with the proposed relocation sites, the 

Travellers took the LDA to High Court. In January 
2007 they lost their case and their evictions were 
enforced. The specific sites involved in the court 
battle were the Clay’s Lane Housing Cooperative, 
home to approximately 430 Roma Travellers and 
the Waterden Crescent site where 20 Irish Traveller 
families reside; some for over 40 years. The Olym-
pic Delivery Authority (ODA), the Olympic Board, 
and the LDA emphasize city regeneration, multi-
culturism and sustainability, promising that London 
will set the new Olympic standard for humanitar-
ian efforts. The idea of sacrificing their communi-
ties for the greater good of London’s image does 
not resonate well with the Travellers who are being 

forced from their homes for the sake of the Olympic 
Games.

Methodology
To better understand the situation of the Travel-

lers, I investigate past and current Olympic Games 
host cities to examine relevant housing issues. I out-
line articles addressing human rights that are imbed-
ded within the Olympic Charter and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. To represent voices 
from the Traveller communities, I utilize local Lon-
don news outlets and follow the High Court case 
instigated by the Travellers, as well as documents 
from the LDA and the ODA. 

Analysis 
The coverage of the Olympics has shed light on a 

number of human rights abuses, forcing countries to 
take action. For example, in response to exclusions 
of South Africans in the apartheid era, a Charter 
was adopted by General Conference of the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Orga-
nization (1978) stating that every human being has 
a fundamental right to access physical education 
and sport, which are essential for the full develop-
ment of their personality. Also, the coverage of the 
1988 Seoul Olympic Games accelerated South Ko-
reas move toward a genuine democracy. Yet these 
Olympic positives cannot obscure the human rights 
violations that persist year after year, particularly in 
regards to housing. A 2007 report by The Centre on 

1  The most universal and commonly used term for the 
Romany or Romani people is Rom (singular), or Roma 
(plural). 

2  The term “Traveller” is based on the historically 
nomadic nature of certain Roma and Irish groups. In 
addition to being nomadic, the Traveller identity is often 
marked by features of a strong oral history, the tendency 
to live in extended families, and a history of having to 
protect their identity from attempts to assimilate them 

into the majority of the population (NCCRI, 2004). The 
Roma and Irish groups in this particular case study are 
sedentary, yet identify as Travellers. 
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Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) highlights 
the following cases: 

a) Athens: Approximately 2700 Roma were 
directly affected by the preparation and staging 
of the Olympic Games and the long term im-
pacts [poverty, homelessness, and discrimina-
tion] are still evident today.

b) Atlanta: In 1996, 9,000 arrest citations 
were issued to homeless people as part of an 
Olympic Games “clean up,” displacing more 
than 30,000 poor people.

c) Barcelona, Spain: Between 90 and 100 
percent of the Roma were displaced in areas 
surrounding the Olympic Village.

d) Beijing, China: More than 1.25 million 
people have been displaced in preparation for 
the 2008 Games.
According to the Olympic Charter’s six funda-

mental principles, Olympism should create and 
promote education, ethical principles, peaceful so-
cieties and preservation of human dignity, yet the 
only universal standard set for ethical principles 
thus far is in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR). The UDHR seeks to set a common 
standard of achievement for all peoples and all na-
tions, but not all nations signed the UDHR. If the 
Olympic Charter committee is using the UDHR 
as a focal point for universal principles, it must be 
noted that housing is considered a human right un-
der article 25.1 (UDHR, 1948). Some human rights 
violations would surely be overlooked if it were not 
for the publicity of the Olympic Games, but the fact 
remains that an enormous number of human rights 
violations propagated by the Olympics could have 
been prevented by eliminating the Games altogether 
or forcing nation states to relinquish their Olympic 
bid wins for non-compliance.

Since 1987 the situation of the Roma throughout 
Europe has deteriorated sharply, numbering 7 to 
9 million, they are the largest and, after the Jews, 
arguably the second oldest minority. The persecu-
tion of the Roma has gone on for hundreds of years, 
stemming from the highest authorities in Church 
and State and an estimated 200,000 to 500,000 
Roma were murdered in the Holocaust. This op-
pression pushes the Roma into desperate situations 
of low life expectancy, high illiteracy and dire pov-
erty. Up until early November 2007, in the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia, 90% of Roma children at-
tended special schools for the mentally retarded. 
The education of Roma children has not been a pri-
ority as they have been considered slower learners 
and inferior to other children.3

Fortunately, conditions are beginning to change 
for Europe’s minorities. Many Traveller communi-
ties have formed their own advocacy groups, and 
Europe’s accelerated process of political integration 
offers the prospect of improved legal protection. 
Human rights laws and strict conditions imposed 
on countries eager to join the European Union are 
helping to pave the way towards acceptance and 
dignity. Still, because of the overwhelming stigma 
attached to the Roma population, they are an ex-
tremely vulnerable group and subject to many forms 
of discrimination; housing discrimination being no 
exception.  

Two months after the final land acquisitions for 
the Olympic Park, demolition started on the Clays 
Lane site, despite a promise from the ODA to not 
start work until Traveller communities had been 
moved. Clays Lane Travellers are living among 
construction and dust waiting for their new reloca-
tion sites and the Travellers from Waterden Crescent 
are now being moved due to a large fire that erupted 
in an abandoned warehouse on their site in Novem-
ber 2007. It is unknown as to where the Waterden 
Travellers were relocated. The Clays Lane Travel-
lers have no where to go nor the financial resources 
to move their families. Their eviction notices were 
given in July 2007. 

 Conclusion
Currently, the Council of Europe and the Eu-

ropean Roma and Traveller Forum are partnering 
to educate and enforce equality for the Travellers. 
Housing rights are a top priority. Though talk and 
legislation about these heart wrenching issues 
seems futile at best, it is at least a positive step in 
the right direction. It is, if nothing else, slight vindi-
cation for a group of people who have suffered from 
genocide, torture, discrimination, ridicule and every 
other form of degradation that can be imagined.  If 
London wants to change the paradigms of Olympic 
human rights standards, it must seriously consider 
its own human rights violations.  In contrast to the 
hundreds of thousands of forced evictions in Beijing 
to make room for the 2008 Olympics, a few dozen 
Traveller families may seem insignificant, but it is 
these microcosms of human rights violations and 

3.  Irish Travellers have subsequently suffered from the 
same persecution.
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unequal amounts of media attention and advocacy 
that create a collective population of vulnerable, 
unrepresented community members, increasing the 
overall violations of human rights in our world. 
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