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Introduction

In developed nations substantial regional dis-
parities in living standards, health indicators 
and general wellbeing persist, with remote or 
peripheral areas faring most poorly relative 
to others (Taylor, A. et al. 2011; Lang, T. 2015; 
Nagy, E. 2015). Both regional disparities and 
social exclusion are commonly discussed as 
issues in contemporary social sciences litera-
ture, but research relating the two is rather 
limited, despite social exclusion invariably 
characterizing peripheral populations (Bock, 
B. et al. 2014). In remote areas of developed 
countries, disparities between the socio-eco-
nomic status of sub-populations (e.g. titular/
majority vs. minority ethnic groups) are in 
many cases extreme (see for example, Abu-
Saad, I. and Creamer, C. 2012; Australian 
Government 2015; Wang, J-H. 2015).

Generally, ‘visible minorities’ living in re-
mote areas face similar problems in terms of 
sub-standard living circumstances in fields 
such as education, employment, health status 
and wealth accumulation. In remote areas, 
opportunities for transitioning socio-eco-
nomically in situ, as opposed to leaving the 
region temporarily or permanently, can be 
limited. Economic and other theorists have 
suggested that, under conditions of a bifur-
cated society, gaps between the ‘have’s’ and 
‘have not’s’ tend to increase (Taylor, A. et 
al. 2011). This contributes to the dual effect 
of those remaining in such locations having 
neither the social or other capital to move to 
areas where they might be able to improve 
their socio-economic lot (i.e. they become 
‘stuck’) and the inter-generational occur-
rence of poor social conditions, resulting in 
long lasting negative effects. These ongoing 
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issues have and continue to be the focus of 
special or targeted development policies and 
programs by governments (for example, KIM 
2011; Australian Government 2015).

In this paper we use the term ‘visible mi-
nority’ to describe the status of Roma in 
Hungary and Australian Indigenous reflect-
ing their ethnic/racial differentiation and 
their social exclusion in both countries. The 
term originally emanated as a Canadian sta-
tistical category for non-white groups calling 
attention to their disadvantaged socio-eco-
nomic position and discrimination against 
them in the labour market. Members of 
visible minorities were defined as “…per-
sons, other than Aboriginal peoples, who 
are non-Caucasian in race or non-White in 
colour” (Hou, F. and Picot, G. 2004, 9). In 
the Canadian context, the term reflected the 
increasing and changing nature of migration 
(especially the growing numbers of non-Eu-
ropean immigrants), with the main cultural 
cleavage previously based on linguistic and 
religious characteristics, which are incon-
spicuous or ‘invisible’. A similar term, ‘per-
son of colour’ is applied in the United States 
to all non-White groups. While this term is 
not a statistical category, the concept reflects 
the hierarchical racial categories, where the 
reference colour is the white and therefore 
non-Whites become racialized (Galabuzi, G. 
2006; White, P.A. 2008). 

In Australia, public policy in relation to 
immigration and society has promoted the 
nation as culturally pluralistic and toler-
ant, and overseas migration contributes a 
substantial portion of national population 
growth. In 2014–2015, for example, 53 per 
cent of the nation’s population growth came 
from immigration (ABS 2015). The most overt 
labelling of non-white residents has been ap-
plied to Australia’s original inhabitants, for 
whom there is a history of negative stereo-
typing (Pedersen, A. and Walker, I. 1997). 
In East Central European and especially in 
Hungarian context, the term ‘visible minor-
ity’ is appropriate for Roma as they have been 
a part of the population for many generations 
and are the only visibly different group of 

significant size. Their members are usually 
exposed to ethnic distinctions, face stigma-
tization and discrimination in many fields of 
the life (Molnár, E. and Dupcsik, C. 2008).

In light of this context, the term ‘visible mi-
nority’ refers in this study to those groups 
(Aboriginal and Roma) whose members 
have a different skin tone or lineament to the 
majority society, but have no migrant back-
ground.3 Although these groups are autoch-
thonous, however, with significant differenc-
es regarding their autochthony, they remain 
excluded from the white majority society as 
inherited from the colonial era. In post-so-
cialist Central and Eastern Europe (including 
Hungary), as in the Canadian case, the tradi-
tional divisions evolved along linguistic lines 
so the only traditional visible minority are 
the Roma, who generally adopted the local 
majority society’s language and religion. We 
argue that using the term ‘visible minority’ is 
appropriate to describing the contemporary 
social, economic and community status of 
the two groups as distinct them from other 
minorities with migrant backgrounds.

Although there are attempts in the lit-
erature to reveal the relationships between 
remote living visible minorities and sub-
standard living circumstances, these pa-
pers generally focus on the national or sub-
national level (e.g. Virág, T. 2006; Pásztor, 
I.Z. and Pénzes, J. 2012), and the range of 
literature documenting regional disparities 
through the comparison of minority resi-
dents from non-adjacent nations is less com-
prehensive. Only a few studies apply cross-
country comparison in order to provide a 
better understanding of the interconnection 
between some aspects of ethnicity, peripher-
alization and social-economic exclusion (e.g. 
Gregory, R. and Daly, A. 1997; Ladányi, J. 
and Szelényi, I. 2001; Milcher, S. 2006; Lee, 
K.W. 2011).

3 Naturally, Roma, migrated to Central and Southeast 
Europe since the late Middle Ages, is literally a 
migrant ethnic group who cannot be described 
as ‘indigenous’, still, the term ‘non-migrant 
background’ expresses the long-rooted presence of 
Roma in this region.
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We use the comparison of Hungarian 
Roma with Australian Indigenous people in 
remote areas to demonstrate the above inter-
connectedness. Australia and Hungary are 
non-adjacent, developed nations with sig-
nificant differences in their size, economics, 
political systems, societies and economies. 
However, by comparing and contrasting the 
socio-economic characteristics of Roma and 
Australian Indigenous people we attempt to 
present that peripheralization and margin-
alization are common phenomena for non-
migrant visible minorities, in spite of specific 
national contexts and different geographical 
scale. We also claim that the two societies are 
connected by similar basic social standards, 
living circumstances and health conditions. 

From the point of view of spatiality, 
we also argue that Hungarian Roma and 
Australian Indigenous are overrepresented 
and concentrated in remote areas. Based on 
this premise, we investigate and compare the 
general living circumstances and socioeco-
nomic status of these visible minorities. In 
doing so, we aim to explore the relationship 
between remoteness, marginalization and so-
cial exclusion for these groups. Comparing 
visible minorities’ position along three di-
mensions (spatial remoteness, socio-eco-
nomic status and ethnic differentiation) we 
intend to reveal whether the two countries 
with significant differences in geographical, 
demographical, socioeconomic and politi-
cal characteristics show similarities and the 
types and extent of these where they exist. 

Who are Roma/Australian Indigenous 
people?

The groups which are the focus in this paper, 
the Roma and Australian Indigenous people, 
are defined differently, making the question of 
‘who are Roma or Indigenous’ key. The ques-
tion incorporates both theoretical and practical 
elements. The former is primarily important 
for the academic sphere, while exact defini-
tions are required in other areas to improve 
the effectiveness of programs supporting 

Roma (Fleck, G. and Messing, V. 2010) or to 
assist in defining the scope Indigenous people 
eligible under land rights legislation (for ex-
ample, Taylor, A. and Bell, B. 2013).

The Roma issue has been highly politicized 
in the last decades in post-socialist countries, 
thus, the number of Roma is a debated issue 
not only among scholars but among the public 
and politicians as well. The number of ethnic 
Roma by self-identification (for example, the 
numbers provided in censuses) has always 
been far fewer than the number of Roma es-
timated by experts (see e.g. Kocsis, K. and 
Kovács, Z. 1991; Ladányi, J. and Szelényi, I. 
2001; Kemény, I. and Janky, B. 2005; Hablicsek, 
L. 2008; Pásztor, I.Z. et al. 2016). Consequently, 
census results regarding the number of Roma 
have been considered ‘unreliable’ and, in or-
der to fill the gap, there have been many sur-
veys to measure their numbers and charac-
teristics since the 1970s. Most have classified 
someone as Roma according to way of life and 
physical appearance, as well as by ethnic de-
scent (Kemény, I. and Janky, B. 2005) claiming 
that Roma ethnicity and social stratification 
can be surveyed by applying clear methods 
(Havas, G. et al. 2000, 194). However, ethnic-
ity and ethnic groups are conceived as a social 
construct by other scholars who claim that sur-
veys cannot objectively report the number of 
Roma because the survey method based on 
external classification reveals more about the 
classifiers than the subjects (Ladányi, J. and 
Szelényi, I. 2001).

Being aware of the above mentioned de-
bates about the number of Roma, in this 
study we use the ethnic data from the 
Hungarian census based on self-identifica-
tion. First, this is the only available dataset 
for the number of Roma in the level of set-
tlements; second, the methodology of census 
(self-identification) is more appropriate than 
diverse methodologies of external ethnic 
classification; and third, this dataset repre-
sents those living in poverty and exclusion, 
but underrepresents upwardly mobile Roma 
people with successful integration strategies. 
Thus, this dataset can be used efficiently to 
define the number and territorial distribution 
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of population subject to receive social trans-
fers (Ladányi, J. and Virág, T. 2009). 

In modern times, the term Indigenous or 
First Australian refers to those people who 
have self-identified as being of either of 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin 
in relevant data collections such as the five-
yearly Census. In similarity to the Roma, rep-
resentation in official statistics by self-iden-
tification makes Indigenous status a social 
construct (Rowse, T. 2006). The contemporary 
use of self-identification differs from the post-
colonial and subsequent periods up the 1970s 
during which times First Australians were dis-
tinguished as ‘natives’ based on the propor-
tion of patrimonial lineage. For example, in 
the Australian Census right up until the 1970s, 
the term ‘native’ was used to distinguish in-
dividuals with a certain percentage of direct 
Indigenous lineage (often labelled ‘full blood’) 
while those with less were considered to be 
‘mixed race’ and outcasts (often labelled ‘half-
cast’). Natives were subsumed under protec-
tion acts, which sought to assimilate them into 
white society. The most blatant marker of the 
assimilation era was the forced removal of 
children from their families into the ‘care’ of 
missions and other organisations, a practice 
which continued right up until the 1970s.

In recent decades, successive national gov-
ernments have established legislation, poli-
cies and programs to recognise Indigenous 
people as traditional owners of the lands and 
to improve their socio-economic status. As a 
result, Indigenous Australian’s have obtained 
gains in the areas of land rights and land 
ownership, as well as improvements in key 
quality of life indicators like life expectan-
cies and socio-economic status (Australian 
Government 2015). This has generated sig-
nificant increases in self-declarations and 
therefore high population growth for this 
minority group (Hoddie, M. 2006). 

Methods

The key hypothesis of this study is that vis-
ible minorities living remotely face similar 

difficulties with common social, economic, 
demographic and political positions com-
pared to the dominant majority in devel-
oped countries. However, defining where 
or who is remote depends on local, national 
and international contexts, and accordingly 
definitions and the application of these vary 
between nations and continents. Thus, a ba-
sic question of this study is how to define 
remoteness in the two countries under study.

In Australia, remoteness is primarily an-
alysed in spatial terms. The size and low 
population density of the Australian conti-
nent means that substantial proportions of 
the landmass can be considered as remote 
(Figure 1). For the collection and dissemi-
nation of official statistics, and policy and 
program initiatives with specific redress 
to remote populations, the classification of 
remoteness is based on the Accessibility/
Remoteness Index of Australia, known as 
ARIA+. This provides an accessibility score 
to each populated locality based on road dis-
tances to five levels of service centres. The 
locality indexes are interpolated to provide 
a remoteness index value for one-kilometre 
grids of the continent (Australian Population 
and Migration Research Centre 2014). 

In Hungary, the relatively small size of 
the landmass means most of the countryside 
is accessible in few hours from the capital 
Budapest. Nevertheless, both the literature 
and governmental policies define remoteness 
based on economic, social and demographic 
indicators (Faluvégi, A. and Tipold, F. 2012; 
Pénzes, J. 2013). These collectively delimit 
the underdeveloped regions with complex 
economic and social disadvantages as be-
ing remote. As a consequence, geographi-
cal peripheries measured by accessibility 
and backward areas measured by complex 
economic-social indices are highly overlap-
ping in Hungary (Lőcsei, H. and Szalkai, G. 
2008), and on that basis it may be argued as 
being remote. Thus, we define remote areas 
in Hungary as those suffering from both so-
cial, economic and infrastructural backward-
ness as well as high unemployment (thus, 
receiving dedicated state financial support). 
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These areas cover mostly the north-eastern 
and south-western peripheries and some ad-
joining inner peripheries (Figure 2).

While the contexts for remoteness in 
Australia and Hungary differs similar liv-
ing circumstances prevail for Roma and 
Indigenous populations making remoteness 
a suitable lens for comparing and contrasting 
visible minorities.

The verity of this key hypothesis is examined 
by analysing and comparing a range of statisti-
cal indicators. Data includes comparisons and 
investigation of fertility, health, education, la-
bour market, income and living conditions. We 

compare and contrast indicators between the 
two groups, between remote and non-remote 
areas and between visible minorities and oth-
ers. This comparison should underpin that (1) 
visible minorities live under worse circum-
stances than the dominant ethnic group (both 
in remote and non-remote areas), (2) remote 
living visible minorities face more significant 
challenges in various facets (access to health 
care, employment, education, etc.) compared 
to non-remote co-ethnics, and (3) visible mi-
norities in remote areas across developed na-
tions can be characterized by similar attributes 
described by similar values of indices.

Fig. 1. Australia’s remoteness areas and Indigenous communities. Circles indicate relative size of Indigenous 
communities. Source: ABS 2007.
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Data for Roma are limited; beside the 
available census data on the national level 
indicated as ‘Roma average’ in the tables, 
detailed territorial data for Roma is not ac-
cessible. Consequently, an indirect analysis 
is applied. This includes presenting the in-
dicators from the 2011 Census for remote 
areas by settlement categories classified by 
the share of Roma in the total population. 
Analysis of the demographic distribution 
and socio-economic situation for Australian 
Indigenous people in remote areas are pri-
marily based on 2011 Census data. 

We constructed custom data tables using 
the software ABS Table Builder. We also 
used data from a range of other collections 
including the National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Social Survey and a range of 
demographic collections provided by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). Data 
sources are denoted next to relevant results.

Results

Number and territorial distribution of Roma and 
Indigenous people

According to the 2011 census in Hungary, the 
number of ethnic Roma population, based on 
self-identification, increased by 63 per cent in 
ten years to 309,000 persons. The aggregate 
number of those who declared Roma affilia-
tion4 exceeded 315,000 persons or 3.2 per cent 
of the total population.5 As it is possible to 

4 Based on at least one of the census categories reflect 
ethnic belonging. These are ethnicity, mother tongue 
and spoken language.

5 According to surveys, Roma in Hungary counted 
around 600,000 in the first half of the 2000s (Kemény, 
I. and Janky, B. 2005). Nowadays, their number 
approaches the 700,000 (Hablicsek, L. 2008), or, 
based on the detailed territorial data by Pásztor, 
I.Z. et al. (2016), can reach 870,000.

Fig. 2. State supported areas in Hungary. Source: Authors’ edition based on the 105/2015 (IV. 23.) Government 
Regulation.
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declare multiple ethnic identities since the 
2001 census, most of those expressing Roma 
affiliation self-identified Roma and Hungar-
ian ethnicity simultaneously. At the same 
time, only 54,000 persons declared Roma 
mother tongue due to their long-standing 
linguistic assimilation.6

The salient increase in the number of Roma 
in the recent decades is the consequence of 
both the above-mentioned changes in census 
methodology, and the high fertility rate of 
the Roma outstripping the respective data 
of any other ethnic groups. However, the 
growth in their number was much higher 
than their estimated fertility would have 
generated (Hablicsek, L. 2008), thus, we 
argue that the census number of Roma de-
pends primarily on the subjective nature of 
self-identification influenced by the diverse 
Roma identity constructions and the contem-
porary social conditions (including their stig-
matized being, discrimination, etc.) (Csepeli, 
G. and Simon, D. 2004; Tátrai, P. et al. 2017).

The majority of Roma (53% and much 
higher than for the total population at 31%) 
live in rural areas in the country although to 
a decreasing extent since internal migration 
flows are towards urban areas (Pénzes, J. et 
al. 2018). Additionally, a significant number 
of Roma live in municipalities with less than 
500 inhabitants, where living circumstances 
are at their worst in the Hungarian context. 
Furthermore, residential segregation and the 
peripheral geographical location of villages 
with high Roma populations also contributes 
to segregation (Ladányi, J. and Szelényi, I. 
2001) based on segregated settlements within 
the locality or a ghettoized villages, particu-
larly in the north-eastern and south-western 
peripheries (Kocsis, K. and Kovács, Z. 1991; 
Virág, T. 2006). Despite these issues, the pro-
portion of the Roma within the municipalities 
is still quite low. Although migration and ur-
banization process have reshaped their geo-

6 Already the 1971 national survey documented that 
Hungarian is the mother tongue of about 70 per 
cent of the Roma (Kemény, I. and Janky, B. 2005). 
According to the 2011 census only about quarter of 
the Roma can speak one of the Roma dialects.

graphical distribution, the ethnic geography 
of Roma has hardly changed in the last hun-
dred years. About 60 per cent of the Roma 
live in Northeast and Southwest Hungary 
which coincides with the regions with high 
number of small villages. Because of urbani-
sation in the second half of the 20th century, a 
significant number of Roma live in the central 
region, in the Budapest agglomeration.

Comparing the share of Roma with the re-
moteness on the level of localities we found 
significant overlap (Figure 3). Although “only” 
30.4 per cent of Roma live in territories con-
sidered as remote, this is much higher than 
the respective data of total population (6.3%). 
Likewise, Roma constitute 14.9 per cent of 
total remote population, while the national 
average is only 3.1 per cent. The above data 
refers to Roma’s concentration and overrep-
resentation in remote areas (Table 1).

The 2011 Census count of Indigenous 
people in Australia was 548,369, or 2.5 per 
cent of the national population (ABS 2016). 
In the 2006 Census, the count was 455,031 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, a 
20 per cent growth in number in five years. 
Two-thirds of this growth was through de-
mographic factors (natural increase) and 
one-third by the changing identifications 
(ABS 2013a).7 In 2011, around 130,000 (22%) 
lived in remote areas where they comprised 
a quarter of the population (ABS 2016). In 
some remote areas there are high concentra-
tions of Indigenous Australians, notably in 
and around discrete remote communities 
found across in the North of the country (de-
noted by the black dots in Figure 1).

Nevertheless, Indigenous population 
growth in urban areas in the South of the 
country is far outstripping growth in remote 
areas (Taylor, A. and Bell, B. 2013), and erod-
ing the remote share significantly. During 
2006 to 2011, for example, the Indigenous 
population of northern Australia grew by 
12 per cent compared to 24 per cent for the 

7 Similarly to the Roma case, estimates highly rose 
Indigenous number both in 2006 (517,000; 14% 
difference compared to census) and 2011 (670,000; 
22%) (ABS 2013a).
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Fig. 3. Territorial distribution of the ethnic Roma population in Hungary (2011). Source: Authors’ edition based 
on the 2011 Census data.

Table 1. Settlement data on remote areas in Hungary, 2011

Proportion 
of Romas in 

settlements, %

Number of 
municipalities

Average size of 
municipalities, 

persons

Population in 
2011, persons

Population change in  
per cent (1990 = 100%)

1990–2001 2001–2011
0–1
1–5

5–10
10–20
20–30
30–40
40 and over

Total remote
Total non-remote
Roma average

75
115
122
173
94
45
38

662
2,492

–

355
929
949

1,249
1,078

890
636
953

3,735
–

26,622
106,851
115,785
216,072
101,293
40,036
24,178

630,837
9,306,791

308,957

91.0
96.5
98.3
98.4

101.7
102.8
107.2
98.7
98.3

133.2

86.6
90.7
91.3
92.5
94.9
98.3
99.8
92.7
97.8

162.6
Source: Authors’ calculation based on the 2011 Census data.

southern Australia. There are a number of 
complex and interconnected explanations 
for this. Firstly, progressively more people in 
southern parts are identifying as Indigenous 
(when they did not previously) as societal ac-

ceptance has improved. Secondly, high rates 
of mixed patterning in southern cities (where 
one person in the relationship is Indigenous 
but the other is not), which invariably leads 
offspring being declared as Indigenous on 
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the birth certificate. Migration from North 
to South and changing Census procedures 
and population estimation methods are also 
contributing (Taylor, A. and Bell, B. 2013).

Despite the governmental policies to im-
prove conditions for Australia’s Indigenous 
population since the 1980s resulting in im-
proving life quality indicators and growth 
in numbers, there remain significant gaps in 
the socio-economic status of Indigenous and 
other Australian’s. Similarly, health indica-
tors highlight there are gaps in key indicators 
remaining (Australian Government 2015). In 
remote and northern areas, these gaps are 
far higher, although difficult to measure ac-
curately, despite concerted policies and pro-
grams being in place for a number of decades 
aimed at reducing such gaps.

The spatial distribution of Indigenous 
Australians, against many preconceptions, 
is towards the urban areas in the more popu-
lous States (Taylor, A. and Bell, B. 2013). 
However, in proportional terms, concen-
trations in the population are far higher 
outside of large urban centres and particu-
larly in the remote regions of the nation  
(Figure 4). This shows a similar pattern to 
Roma in Hungary as far as there is an inverse 
relationship between the proportion of the 
population which is Indigenous for individ-
ual communities and the size of these (Table 
2). However, Indigenous representation in 
remote Australia is far higher than for Roma 
with around half of all communities having 
a 50 per cent or greater Indigenous share in 
their population.

Results for comparative statistical indicators

The demographic indices for the Roma are 
considerably different from non-Roma in 
Hungary and throughout Central and East-
ern Europe. Roma is the only ethnic group 
in Hungary characterized by high fertility 
rates, positive natural growth and young 
age structure (with an average age 15 years 
lower than the total population) (Tátrai, P. 
2015). Although fertility rates for Roma are 

still much higher than the national average 
(Table 3), they have been slowly decreasing 
for decades (Kemény, I and Janky, B. 2005).8

Comparing the elements of natural growth 
in remote and central parts of the country, 
both birth and death rates are higher in re-
mote areas. Throughout the country, higher 
Roma share is associated with higher fertility 
and lower death rate. The latter can be ex-
plained by the low number of elder Roma age 

8 Some studies call attention to the possible interrelation 
between high fertility and the residential segregation 
of Roma (e.g. Janky, B. 2006; Ladányi, J. and Szelényi, 
I. 2006; Durst, J. 2010).

Fig. 4. Proportion of the population who identified 
as Indigenous in 2011. Source: Custom data extracted 
by the authors from ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census.

Table 2. Settlement data for remote Indigenous 
Australians, 2011

Proportion of 
Indigenous, %

Number of 
communities

Average size 
in persons

0–10
10–30
30–60
60–85
85–95

95 and over
Total remote
Non-remote

71
57
40
35

112
89

404
710

1,809
3,407
1,145
2,651
1,693

10,106
3,832

28,585
Source: Custom data extracted by the authors from 
ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census.
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groups.9 Consequently – the unfortunately 
unavailable – age-specific death rates would 
be the adequate index to describe Roma mor-
tality.10 Using data of settlements with more 
than 40 per cent Roma population as proxy 
for Roma suggests there are no significant 
differences in Roma demography between 
remote and non-remote areas (Table 3). While 
municipalities with Roma local majority are 
characterized by the highest natural growth, 
they also have the highest migration loss 
due to their unfavourable position in the 
settlement hierarchy and the poor economic 
opportunities. Furthermore, the high (and 
rising) share of Roma can speed up emigra-
tion of the young, well-educated, non-Roma 
people with higher human capital, which is 
partly counterbalanced by the immigration of 
poor people, mostly Roma (Virág, T. 2006).

Fertility rates for Indigenous Australians are 
also much higher than for the general popu-
lation. In 2014 the national Indigenous total 
fertility rate was 2.22, compared to 1.87 for 
the overall population (ABS 2015). The me-
dian age of Indigenous mothers, at 24.5 years, 
was much lower than the overall population 
for whom the median age was 30.8 in 2014. 

9 Only 4.6 per cent of the Roma population is aged 60 
years or over (Hungary’s average: 23.5%).

10 For instance, surveys indicate much higher infant 
mortality compared to the national population 
average (EC 2014).

Babies born to Indigenous mothers are twice 
as likely to be of low birthweight and, while 
there have been large declines in Indigenous 
infant mortality rates in the past four decades, 
they remain at almost twice that of non-In-
digenous infants. Separate fertility data is 
only available at the State and Territory level 
in Australia, however, using the Northern 
Territory as a proxy for remote Australia sug-
gests Indigenous fertility in remote areas to 
be around the same (2.1) as for Indigenous 
people across Australia as a whole.

Health indicators and surveys report on 
Roma’s poor health condition and poor 
access to healthcare (e.g. Babusik, F. 2004; 
Fónai, M. et al. 2008; EC 2014). Based on the 
only available health related indicator for 
Roma, there is a broad gap between Roma’s 
and non-Roma’s life expectancy of about 
ten years less for Roma (Babusik, F. 2004; EC 
2014). This is far more than the regional gap 
in life expectancy (6.5 years) seen between 
the best (Central) and the worst (Northeast) 
regions. The literature highlights the strong 
impacts of low education levels, low in-
comes, high unemployment rate and high 
share of Roma population on low life expec-
tancies (Klinger, A. 2003; Uzzoli, A. 2016). 

The health status for Australian Indigenous 
people, especially those in remote areas, is 
significantly worse than for others. Life ex-
pectancy estimates are a prime example with 

Table 3. Main demographic indicators of remote and non-remote areas in Hungary, 2011

Proportion 
of Romas in 

settlements, %

Annual live 
birth rate

Annual 
death rate

Annual 
natural 
increase 

rate

Annual net 
migration 

rate
Ageing 
index

Live birth 
per 100 
women 

aged 15–x 
years2001–2011

0–1
1–5

5–10
10–20
20–30
30–40

40 and over
Total remote

Roma average

8.0
10.1
10.7
12.4
14.2
16.1
20.0
12.3

–

17.5
16.4
17.1
15.1
13.4
13.1
12.0
15.3

–

–9.5
–6.3
–6.3
–2.7
0.8
2.9
8.0

–3.0
–

–4.0
–2.9
–2.2
–4.6
–5.7
–4.6
–8.2
–4.2

–

190
150
131
112
87
67
45

111
14

183
182
184
187
199
211
221
190
233

Source: Authors’ calculation based on the 2011 Census data.
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estimates suggesting a twelve-year gap for 
males and an eleven-year gap for females 
(Table 4). Indigenous life expectancies out-
side of Australia’s major cities are estimated 
at 67.3 years for males and 72.3 years for 
females (ABS 2013b). Detailed data for re-
mote areas are not compiled due to issues 
with the registration of Indigenous deaths 
in some States. Nevertheless, data demon-
strate Indigenous Australians die at younger 
ages and higher rates than non-Indigenous 
Australians, with 65 per cent of Indigenous 
deaths occurring prior to age 65 compared to 
only 19 per cent for non-Indigenous deaths 
(AIHW 2014). The main causes of life expec-
tancy gaps between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians are chronic diseases 
including circulatory disease (24% of the 
gap), endocrine, metabolic and nutritional 
disorders (21%), cancer (12%), and respira-
tory diseases (12%) (AIHW 2014).

Since poor health status is interrelated to 
low education levels, it is not surprising that 

the Roma population has low educational 
attainment. More than 80 per cent attended 
only primary school, while an incredibly low 
1.2 per cent has a higher school qualification. 
These figures are reaching far behind the na-
tional and the remote average. Comparing 
the total population of remote and non-
remote areas shows a significant gap with 
much better values for the non-remote popu-
lation (Table 5) with a higher Roma propor-
tion correlating with worse educational indi-
ces in both areas.

In remote Australia there is also a strong 
positive correlation (r2 = .82) between the pro-
portion who are Indigenous in settlements 
and the proportion of Indigenous who did 
not attend school (Figure 5). For example, a 
much higher percentage of adults did not go 
to school in settlement with more than 95 per 
cent indigenous residents. 

Conversely, an inverse relationship is ob-
served between the proportion of residents 
who are Indigenous in settlements in remote 

Table 5. Population aged 7 years or older by the highest education completed in Hungary, 2011

Proportion 
of Romas in 

settlements, %

Share of population aged 7 years or older completed
at most primary school, % higher education, %

Remote Non-remote Remote Non-remote
0–l
1–5

5–10
10–20
20–30
30–40

40 and over
Total

55.9
55.5
57.8
57.7
63.4
69.1
77.2
59.6

35.7
33.5
47.3
50.4
56.6
65.3
77.8
36.0

4.2
5.1
4.6
5.0
4.1
3.5
2.0
4.6

15.1
18.6
8.2
7.8
5.9
4.0
1.9

16.3
Roma average 80.6 1.2

Source: Authors’ calculation based on the 2011 Census data.

Table 4. Life expectancy estimates for Indigenous and other Australians, 2010–2013

Level, cities
Indigenous Other Australians Indigenous life

Males Females Males Females Males Females
National level
Outside of major cities
Major cities

67.4
67.3
68.0

72.3
72.3
73.1

79.8
80.7
81.7

83.2
84.7
85.0

12.4
13.4
13.7

10.9
12.4
11.9

Sources: ABS 2012a and ABS 2013b.
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areas and the proportion that have a post-
school qualification equivalent to a Bachelors 
level or higher (Figure 6).

The 2011 census data for Hungary also 
show the disadvantageous position of the 
Roma in the labour market. The employment 
rate among Roma is 25.1 per cent, while the 
national average is double at 57.9 per cent. 
The remote area’s average is in between the 
two values (42.5%). These, however, should 
be treated cautiously since in remote areas, 
and especially small villages, economic ac-
tivity is partly realized in the grey and black 
economy. Thus, statistical data regarding 
employment and income reflects worse situ-

ation than the reality (Feischmidt, M. 2012).11 
The official data on unemployment show the 
same pattern (Table 6). 

The unemployment rate for the Roma is 
almost four times higher than the national 
average. This difference would be much 
higher without public work, which is count-
ed in statistics as normal employment. Public 
work dominates the labour supply in remote 
areas and especially in those municipalities 
with high proportion of Roma, but still many 
remote living Roma families subsist without 
employed family member. The joint pres-
ence of high unemployment and low activ-
ity among the Roma results in high number 
of inactive and dependent Roma population.

Australian Indigenous unemployment rates 
are higher in remote areas and higher for set-
tlements where a greater proportion of resi-
dents are Indigenous (Figure 7). Conversely, 
Indigenous participation rates (those either 
working or actively seeking work) are higher 
at remote settlements with a lower proportion 
of Indigenous residents in the population.

At communities with higher proportions of 
Indigenous residents, employed people are 
more likely to work in the government sector 
(Table 7) with a third of employed Indigenous 
residents work in the government sector 
compared to a fifth in non-remote Australia. 
For non-Indigenous residents the propor-
tion employed in the government sector is 
the same in remote and non-remote areas, 
signifying Indigenous employment is signifi-
cantly concentrated in the government sector 
in remote Australia.

Due to their weak position in the labour 
market, Roma’s income is below average and 
poverty is widespread. Per capita income in re-
mote areas is around half of the national aver-
age, and income of remote villages with Roma 
11 However, according to the 2003 national survey, Roma 

employment and activity rate is characterized by 
strong regional, urban–rural and gender differences: 
about 65 per cent of the working-age Roma men in 
Budapest had regular working opportunity (which 
is considered to be high even compared with the 
non-Roma population), while the respective data of 
working-age Roma women in East Hungary reached 
only 6 per cent (Kemény, I. and Janky, B. 2005).

Fig. 5. Did not attend school by proportion Indigenous in 
remote settlements, 2011. Source: Custom data extracted 
by the authors from ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census.

Fig. 6. Bachelor degree level or higher post-school 
qualification by proportion Indigenous in remote set-
tlements, 2011. Source: Custom data extracted by the 

authors from ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census. 
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majority is even less, about 27 per cent (Table 8). 
Despite the huge differences between remote 
and non-remote areas as a whole, non-remote 
localities with Roma majority have almost the 
same income level as remote ones (27.4 % and 
26.6% of the national average respectively). 

Low income and deep poverty necessar-
ily manifests in low living standards. Data 
from the 2011 census show that the remote 
housing density is significantly higher than 
other areas, while the quality of flats and the 
availability of internet subscriptions are far 
below the non-remote and non-Roma aver-
age (Table 8). Overcrowding is common for 
Roma households because of the relatively 

high number of children and the small, bad 
quality of flats. According to the statistics, a 
low per capita number of internet subscrip-
tions is also inversely correlated to the high 
Roma share within the local population. 

In similarity to Roma people in Hungary, 
overcrowding is more common in towns 
where the proportion of Indigenous Aust-
ralian’s in the resident population is higher. 

Fig. 7. Unemployment and participation rates in remote 
settlements, 2011. Source: Author’s calculations using 
data extracted from ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census.

Table 6. Employment indicators of remote areas of Hungary, 2011

Proportion 
of Romas in 

settlements, %

Employment rate Unemployment rate Number of public workers 
per 100 employed

Remote Non-
remote Remote Non-

remote Remote Non-
remote

0–1
1–5

5–10
10–20
20–30
30–40

40 and over
Total

47.1
45.3
43.3
42.2
38.7
33.9
25.9
41.5

60.1
59.9
51.3
49.3
46.3
39.8
29.3
58.9

19.6
20.7
22.6
24.2
26.7
31.1
45.6
24.5

10.5
11.9
17.1
17.5
21.1
26.2
33.9
12.0

22
24
26
29
37
52
97
31

3
3
12
15
22
47
85
4

Roma average 25.1 44.3 – –
Source: Authors’ calculation based on the 2011 Census data.

Table 7. Indicators of the proportion of employed 
persons who work in the government sector*, 2011.

Proportion 
Indigenous 
in remote 

communities, %

Number of 
communities

Average 
per cent 

government 
employed*

0–l0
10–30
30–60
60–85
85–95

95 and over
Total remote, 
Indigenous
Total remote, Non-
Indigenous
Non-remote, 
Indigenous
Non-remote, Non-
Indigenous

71
57
40
35

112
89

404

404

710

710

34
28
32
27
31
35

32

16

21

16
*Government sector includes the Australian State 
and territory and local governments. Source: 
Custom data extracted by the authors from ABS 
Table Builder, 2011 Census. 
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There is a strong statistical relationship be-
tween the proportion Indigenous in remote 
towns and the proportion of private dwell-
ings with six or more residents (Figure 8). In 
remote areas, there are (on average) more 
persons per bedroom in private dwellings. In 
Indigenous households in remote Northern 
Territory, for example, there are an average 
of 1.5 persons per bedroom and 3.5 persons 
per household compared to 1.2 persons per 
bedroom and 2.5 persons per household for 
non-Indigenous households (ABS 2012b).

Meanwhile, internet connection rates in 
remote settlements are inversely related to 
the proportion of the population of dwellings 
which are classified as Indigenous dwellings 
(Figure 9).

Table 8. Income and some indicators of living circumstances in Hungary, 2011

Proportion 
of Romas in 

settlements, %

Relative income per capita 
(Hungary = 100.0)

Share of dwellings with 
six or more residents

Number of internet 
subscriptions per 1,000 

persons

Remote Non-
remote Remote Non-

remote Remote Non-
remote

0–1
1–5
5–10

10–20
20–30
30–40

40 and over
Total

58.2
55.6
53.7
51.9
46.2
39.5
26.6
50.4

105.5
108.4
74.1
71.1
59.5
42.8
27.4

103.4

3.0
3.1
4.0
5.1
6.6
9.0

12.0
5.1

2.0
1.7
3.0
4.3
6.0
7.3

14.1
1.9

251
245
239
238
227
266
187
238

359
369
279
281
256
219
235
356

Source: Authors’ calculation based on the 2011 Census data.

Fig. 8. Dwellings with six or more residents in remote 
settlements, 2011. Source: Author’s calculations using 
data extracted from ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census.

Fig. 9. Proportion of remote dwellings with internet 
connections, 2011. Source: Author’s calculations using 
data extracted from ABS Table Builder, 2011 Census.

Discussion and conclusions

In this study we have compared and con-
trasted a range of demographic, socio-eco-
nomic and other indicators to highlight the 
similar circumstances faced by the visible 
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minorities of Hungarian Roma and Austral-
ian Indigenous peoples. The research here 
emphasises that, although there are substan-
tial conceptual and methodological issues in 
directly comparing visible minorities with 
non-migrant backgrounds, people in both 
populations face similar issues in terms of 
their social and economic wellbeing, sug-
gesting that they are in a disadvantaged po-
sition and are not benefiting to the extent of 
wider society. Based on statistical data, the 
research revealed essential similarities in 
remote geographical position intertwined 
with poor socio-economic circumstances of 
the two groups. 

It is important to emphasize that both 
groups are overrepresented in remote areas 
which are peripheral and underdeveloped 
areas of the two countries. The data shows 
substantial ’gaps’ in the selected indicators, 
namely fertility, health, education, income, 
labour market, household internet and car 
ownership. Both Roma and Indigenous peo-
ple are characterized by unfavourable indica-
tors in these areas compared to the majority of 
society. Furthermore, the research found gaps 
not only between the visible minorities and the 
others but between remote living and non-re-
mote people as well. Overall, therefore, the im-
poverished position of Roma and Indigenous 
people can be conceptualised along three di-
mensions: spatial remoteness, socioeconomic 
remoteness and ethnic differentiation.

What is special in our case is the spatial 
factor. In developed countries, most of the 
visible minorities have a migrant back-
ground; tending to settle in urban regions, as 
most developed places providing propitious 
life-circumstances, when resettling. By con-
trast, visible minorities with a non-migrant 
background are concentrated in regions of-
fering a narrower range of possibilities for 
wellbeing due to historical processes which 
have resulted in lower socioeconomic status 
in these areas. This situation is sometimes 
exacerbated by unfavourable settlement pat-
terns and ethnic residential segregation.

In Australia gaps between both Indigenous 
and other Australians, as well as between 

remote-living and urban-living Australians 
have become the focus for successive it-
erations of national and State or Territory 
government policies for rectifying the situ-
ation. While key health indicators, such 
as infant mortality rates, for remote living 
Indigenous people are improving (Australian 
Government 2015), it is difficult to argue that 
decades of high investment have paid divi-
dends in terms of ’closing the gaps’. Some 
of this, like the gap in life expectancies be-
tween Indigenous Australians and others, 
is because conditions for others continue to 
improve, and so despite improvements for 
Indigenous people, the gaps remain.

In Hungary, the analysis has confirmed the 
general gap between Roma and non-Roma 
people by comparing national census data. 
This gap is also traceable within remote areas 
where generally, a higher Roma population 
share means worse indicators at the settle-
ment level. Based on the few available data 
and the general gap between the remote and 
non-remote areas, and considering the limits 
of the indirect method, we also argue that 
remote living Roma face somewhat worse 
life-circumstances than their co-ethnics in 
non-remote regions. Similar to the Australian 
case, despite the governmental policies 
(mostly employment and education policies) 
addressing ‘closing the gaps’ between Roma 
and non-Roma following the regime change 
in 1989, Roma life circumstances have barely 
improved and, thus, the gaps remained or 
continued to grow (Molnár, E. and Dupcsik, 
C. 2008; Fleck, G. and Messing, V. 2010; 
Kertesi, G. and Kézdi, G. 2012).

The reasons for the gaps are mostly de-
rived from visible minorities’ inherited social 
and spatial disadvantage. During the forma-
tion of modern societies, non-migrant visible 
minorities were pushed to the geographical 
peripheries, excluded from the traditional so-
ciety (or if integrated, only to the bottom stra-
ta) and secluded from the resources. Social 
and spatial marginalization was facilitated 
by their ‘visibility’, i.e. the racial differentia-
tion. Up to the 1970s in Australia and until 
1989 in Hungary, the contemporary power 
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made efforts to resolve Indigenous/Roma is-
sue by forced assimilation. In recent decades, 
policies of multiculturalism are favouring 
visible minorities, however with little effect, 
therefore both Indigenous Australians and 
Hungarian Roma still suffer from low social-
political-economic integration, low human 
capital and low accessibility to resources. 
Ethnic discrimination and remote geographi-
cal position also contributes to unequal social 
relations and exclusion from the centralized 
decision-making process.

A lack of human capital and financial 
resources also hampers mass migration of 
Roma and Indigenous to non-remote areas, 
which might be the easiest way to ‘break 
out’ of poverty. Nevertheless, numerous ex-
amples show that individuals with capacity 
for social mobility can successfully improve 
their socioeconomic status. However, these 
“success stories” more likely result in as-
similation, especially if the individuals’ an-
thropologic character allows getting out from 
Indigenous/Roma ethnic category. Overall, 
as a consequence of the changing ethnic self-
identification of wealthy members of visible 
minorities, only poor, marginalized people 
likely living in remote areas will be associ-
ated with non-migrant visible minorities. 

Our study is an attempt to conceptualise 
international comparisons of visible minori-
ties focusing on remote living Hungarian 
Roma and Australian Indigenous. We found 
that, independent from the geographical lo-
cation, the scale and the social context, visible 
minorities face similar problems and gaps, 
and patterns of social and spatial exclusion 
are similar across the developed nations. 
Policy makers will benefit from understand-
ing marginalization and disadvantage of mi-
nority groups through the lenses applied in 
this study to formulate policies for improv-
ing these circumstances across international 
boundaries.
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