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Foreword

Roma have suffered from severe poverty and exclusion throughout
European history. For many Roma in Central and Eastern Europe, the
period of transition from communism has been especially dire. Low
education and skill levels, compounded by discrimination, have led to
widespread long-term unemployment and deteriorating living condi-
tions. Even in some of the new member states of the European Union
and those countries on the brink of accession to the European Union,
Roma are likely to live in poverty and lack access to education, health
care, housing, and other services.

Their plight has not gone unnoticed. Over the past decade, govern-
ments, civil society, and the international community have actively
supported initiatives to keep Roma children in school, expand access to
jobs, and overcome discrimination. Many of these interventions have
helped, and the time is right to scale up. Lessons from these projects can
make policies more inclusive and expand their reach. This study calls
for an inclusive approach to overcoming Roma poverty, based on
increased Roma involvement and participation in society and respect
for their diversity.

There is reason for optimism. The European Union’s recent and ongo-
ing enlargement has focused attention on the need to address Roma
exclusion at the national level and has highlighted common European
challenges. Most importantly, a small but growing core of experienced
and dedicated young Roma leaders now can work both within their com-
munities and with governments to advocate for change.

This study was prepared for the conference “Roma in an Expanding
Europe: Challenges for the Future” in Budapest, Hungary, June 30-July 1,
2003. This event catalyzed an ongoing dialogue between the new Roma
leadership and the wider policy community, which aims to improve the
living conditions and future opportunities of Roma over the long term.

James D. Wolfensohn
President
The World Bank
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Overview

Increasingly severe poverty among Roma, or “gypsies,” in Central
and Eastern Europe has been one of the most striking developments
since transition from socialism began in 1989. Although Roma have
historically been among the poorest people in Europe, the extent of
the collapse of their living conditions is unprecedented. Whereas most
Roma had jobs during the socialist era, there is now widespread
formal unemployment and poverty among Roma communities. The
problem is a critical one. Because of higher birth rates, the Roma
population’s relative size is increasing across the region. A minister of
education in one of the new European Union (EU) member states
recently noted that in his country, every third child entering school is
Roma. Policies to address Roma poverty therefore need to be an
integral component of each country’s economic and social develop-
ment strategies.

WHO ARE THE ROMA?

The Roma are Europe’s largest and most vulnerable minority. Unlike
other groups, they have no historical homeland and live in nearly all
the countries in Europe and Central Asia. The origins of Roma in
Europe are widely debated. Historical records indicate that they
migrated in waves from northern India into Europe between the ninth
and fourteenth centuries. Roma are extremely diverse, with multiple
subgroups based on language, history, religion, and occupations.
While Roma in some countries are nomadic, most in Central and East-
ern Europe have settled over time, some under Ottoman rule and oth-
ers more recently under socialism.

Size estimates of the Roma population differ widely. Census data are
intensely disputed, as many Roma do not identify themselves as such
on questionnaires. By most estimates, the share of Roma has grown to

xiii



Xiv Roma in an Expanding Europe

between 6 and 9 percent of the population in Bulgaria, FYR Macedo-
nia, Romania, and the Slovak Republic (Slovakia). These shares are
likely to increase in the near future because of high population growth
among Roma and decreasing fertility among the majority populations.
Romania has the highest absolute number of Roma in Europe, with
between 1 million and 2 million. Large populations of between 400,000
and 1 million also live in Bulgaria, Hungary, Serbia and Montenegro,
the Slovak Republic, and Turkey. Western Europe’s largest Roma pop-
ulations are found in Spain (estimated at 630,000), France (310,000), Italy
(130,000), and Germany (70,000). In total, about 7 million to 9 million
Roma live in Europe for a population equal to that of Sweden or
Austria.

Why has attention to Roma issues increased so sharply over the past
decade? Following the collapse of the iron curtain in 1989, political
liberalization allowed for increased international and domestic awareness
of the situation of Roma, including emerging human rights violations and
humanitarian concerns related to deteriorating socio-economic conditions.
National governments have a large stake in the welfare of Roma, for
human rights and social justice concerns, but also for reasons of growth
and competitiveness. In countries where Roma constitute a large and
growing share of the working-age population, increasing marginalization
of Roma in poverty and long-term unemployment threaten economic sta-
bility and social cohesion. Important priorities are understanding the
nature and determinants of Roma poverty and taking policy action.

ROMA POVERTY

Roma are the most prominent poverty risk group in many of the coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe. They are poorer than other
groups, more likely to fall into poverty, and more likely to remain
poor. In some cases, Roma poverty rates are more than 10 times that
of non-Roma. A recent survey found that nearly 80 percent of Roma
in Bulgaria and Romania were living on less than $4.30 per day (see
figure 1). Even in Hungary, one of the most prosperous accession
countries, 40 percent of Roma live below the poverty line.

WHY ARE ROMA POOR?

For several interwoven reasons, Roma poverty is rooted in their unfa-
vorable starting point at the outset of the transition from planned to
market economies. Low education levels and overrepresentation
among low-skilled jobs led to labor market disadvantages, which
were compounded by discrimination and the low expectations of
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FIGURE 1 POVERTY RATES, 2000
(Percentage of population living below $4.30/day?)
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Bulgaria Hungary Romania

a Adjusted to purchasing power parity (PPP) to allow for price comparisons across countries.
Sources: Yale dataset; Revenga et al. 2002.

employers. As a result, Roma have had more difficulty re-entering the
job market than other groups and have become caught in a vicious
circle of impoverishment. Additional barriers include a lack of access
to credit and unclear property ownership. Combined with an over-
dependence on welfare, these factors create a poverty trap that pre-
cludes many Roma from improving their living conditions or starting
their own businesses. Persistent disadvantages in education, includ-
ing low school attendance and overrepresentation in “special schools”
intended for physically and mentally disabled children, make it highly
probable that without policy interventions, the next generation of
Roma will remain in poverty. Moreover, very few Roma are active in
local or national politics, which mutes their political voice.

Growing needs and tight fiscal constraints are further limiting
access to social services in Eastern Europe’s transition period. These
conditions have brought formal and informal charges for previously
free services and eroded service quality. The increasing barriers to
access have hurt Roma in particular because they are at a higher
poverty risk and are often geographically isolated.

Similarly, because Roma frequently live in settlements where prop-
erty ownership is unclear, or in remote areas, they may lack the doc-
umentation necessary to enroll in school and claim social assistance
or health benefits. The high prevalence of Roma in informal sector
employment—such as petty trade and construction—also limits their
access to benefits based on social insurance contributions, including
health care and unemployment benefits.

In addition, social and cultural factors affect access and inter-
actions with service providers. Because of language barriers,
Roma may have difficulty communicating with teachers, under-
standing doctors, and maneuvering through local welfare offices. Poor
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communication and stubborn stereotypes of Roma and non-Roma
breed mistrust and reinforce preconceptions on both sides. Moreover,
the overall absence of Roma personnel involved in policy design and
delivery of public services means that few individuals can bridge the
cultures.

REGIONAL CONTEXT

Roma issues have gained increasing international attention over the
past decade because of emerging evidence of human rights violations
and seriously deteriorating socio-economic conditions within many
Roma communities. These developments have caught the attention of
international organizations such as the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), the Council of Europe, and the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), as well as non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), including the Open Society Insti-
tute (OSI), Save the Children, and the United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF). Perhaps most significant Roma issues have been an integral
part of the EU enlargement process; in 1993, the EU adopted attention
to Roma issues as part of the Copenhagen criteria for accession. At the
international level, Roma NGOs such as the International Romani Union
and the Roma National Congress have become increasingly active.

CONTEXT AND CONTENTS
The Role of the World Bank

In 2000, the World Bank published the first cross-country report on
the poverty and human development challenges that Roma face in
Central and Eastern Europe (Ringold 2000). Unlike prior analyses
that had largely focused on human rights questions, the Bank report
addressed Roma issues from an economic and social development
perspective. This study updates and expands that work, incorporat-
ing new survey findings and, for the first time, publishing some
background studies that were included in the 2000 report. Policy-
makers, the Roma and NGO community, and a wider audience con-
cerned about Roma issues showed a strong interest in more detailed
information on the conditions in Roma communities and policy
responses.

This study responds to that demand, but does not quench it. The sur-
veys and case studies included are still incomplete. Further work is
needed to examine the particular circumstances of Roma living in Alba-
nia, Moldova, Russia, Ukraine, and the former Yugoslavia, among other
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countries. Health, housing, and the situation of Roma women are issues
that need further attention. These gaps stem from a lack of information
and measurement challenges. Despite the severity of Roma poverty, the
limited information on their living conditions and challenges is often
unreliable and frequently anecdotal. The analyses presented here are
intended to fill these gaps—and to stimulate further action.

Contents

The chapters draw on both quantitative analyses of household surveys
and qualitative, sociological case studies that document the experiences
of Roma communities in different countries, focusing on Bulgaria, Hun-
gary, Romania, and Slovakia and drawing on examples from other coun-
tries. Chapter 1 provides background on the Roma, their characteristics,
and their origins. It also discusses contrasting policy approaches that
have shaped the position of Roma in Europe over time.

Chapter 2 looks at Roma poverty—its nature and characteris-
tics—using quantitative data from household surveys, including a
cross-country Roma household dataset. It examines the correlates of
Roma poverty, including poor housing conditions, education, and
health.

Chapters 3 and 4 report the results of detailed field studies by Cen-
tral and East European sociologists on diverse Roma communities in
Romania and Slovakia. The studies draw directly from interviews
with Roma and non-Roma to provide a better understanding of the
interrelated challenges that Roma face in accessing markets and serv-
ices. One of the strongest findings was that access to public services
and labor markets is compounded by the geographic isolation of
some Roma settlements. Often, these isolated settlements originated
from past exclusionary policies. Today, the geographic isolation of
Roma settlements limits their access to education, health care, and
waste collection, and thus increases poverty over the long run.

Other causes of Roma poverty are interrelated as well. For instance,
the choice of Roma parents to enroll their children in “special schools”
that are intended for the mentally and physically disabled is some-
times driven by discrimination that Roma experience in regular
schools. Roma parents sometimes feel they are protecting their chil-
dren by sending them to special needs schools with other Roma chil-
dren, but the education that they receive ill prepares them for life,
again exacerbating the long-term risks of poverty and exclusion.

Chapters 5 and 6 look at the experience of projects in Hungary
and compare the Central and East European experience with that of
Spain, a West European country with a large Roma population.
Chapter 7 reports the survey results of Roma projects in Hungary and
shows that despite the proliferation of such projects since 1989, it
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remains difficult to evaluate their impact. Case studies of several
projects identify several important factors, including the quality of
project leadership, local economic conditions, and monitoring and
evaluation.

While this study aims to pull together as comprehensive a picture
as possible of poverty and human development among Roma in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, it does not attempt to be comprehensive in
its coverage of Roma issues more broadly. Critical topics, such as the
human rights situation of Roma and their political participation, are
central to the agenda of improving the welfare of Roma in Europe,
but are outside the scope of the study. There is also a full agenda for
future research and analysis on Roma issues, which is discussed fur-
ther in chapter 8, including more in-depth analysis of the determinants
of poverty and exclusion and greater understanding of the internal
organization of diverse Roma communities, including their origins,
language, and social structure.

Methods and Approaches

This volume draws from both quantitative and qualitative methods to
paint a fuller picture of Roma living conditions. Both approaches have
distinctive benefits and drawbacks. Quantitative methods are useful for
illustrating where Roma stand relative to non-Roma populations in
individual countries and for comparing Roma populations across dif-
ferent countries. On the other hand, data on Roma are notoriously unre-
liable and difficult to attain. Even basic population figures are subject
to dispute. Since Roma often do not self-identify as Roma, survey-based
research has serious limitations. Still, quantitative data offers useful
comparisons of welfare measures that can improve policy analysis and
responses.

Although quantitative research shows that Roma poverty is dis-
tinctive, it does not provide an adequate basis for understanding the
particular dynamics that underlie Roma poverty. Here, qualitative
research has the greatest impact. Qualitative research can identify
social processes, mechanisms, and relations between variables that are
difficult to discern by looking at numbers alone. For example, the
empirical analysis presented in chapter 3 shows that much of the gap
between Roma and non-Roma welfare is likely due to factors such as
discrimination and exclusion, which cannot be assessed empirically.
Therefore, qualitative research provides a sharper picture of Roma
living conditions in different communities and emphasizes the diver-
sity of Roma populations, allowing for a better understanding of
interconnections between causes of poverty. Carefully constructed
qualitative surveys conducted by researchers in Central and Eastern
Europe are the primary source for this analysis. This qualitative
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research highlights how Roma perceive their poverty situation in
their own words.

Yet qualitative research has drawbacks as well. It tends to provide a
snapshot of a single area, emphasizing certain factors over others with
biases that may reflect the researchers’ specific concerns. This is partic-
ularly important for this study, as different research teams in each coun-
try conducted the qualitative studies with different foci and depth.
While these caveats should be kept in mind, the combination of quan-
titative and qualitative analysis provides a complementary set of per-
spectives and a better starting point for analysis and policymaking.

The Policy Development Environment

Policies to ease Roma poverty need to be designed with three key fac-
tors in mind: (i) the multidimensional nature of Roma poverty and its
interconnected roots, (ii) the diversity of Roma in Central and Eastern
Europe, and (iii) the European integration process.

The Multidimensional and Interconnected Roots
of Roma Poverty

This study’s central insight is that Roma poverty has multiple and inter-
related causes. The causes tend to reinforce one another in a vicious
cycle of poverty and exclusion and require a multifaceted approach.
Roma often have poor labor market access because of low education
levels, geographic isolation, and discrimination. Low education levels
result from constraints on both the supply and demand side. Roma
often face discrimination in school and feel that schools ignore their cul-
ture and language. In addition, Roma sometimes lack sufficient food or
clothing to support school attendance. Thus, attitudes, experiences, and
social conditions conspire to reduce Roma education levels and labor
market performance. Because of these interconnected roots, one cannot
adequately address Roma poverty by focusing on a single aspect.
Rather, a comprehensive approach is needed.

For example, researchers found that poor housing conditions, in
part, contributed to Roma poverty in several countries. In many cases
this is because Roma were left out of the property and land privati-
zation processes that occurred during the early 1990s. Information
was scarce about how to navigate the bureaucratic procedures for
property ownership, and Roma were less likely than others to do it
successfully. Hence today Roma disproportionately live in unregis-
tered dwellings, contributing to poverty in complex ways. According
to one man interviewed in Kyjov, a segregated Roma settlement in the
town of Stara Ldbovina, Slovakia, “We built our house with a build-
ing permit, but there are still problems with the site, although it was
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officially given to us during socialism. But today the land is not ours,
therefore we can not install any water, gas, or sewage pipes.” This
example shows that Roma poverty is rooted in incompatibilities
between Roma social practices, dominant state behaviors and norms,
limited political representation, and geographic exclusion. It also
shows how economic reforms may have missed Roma.

Diversity

While demonstrating the distinctive nature of Roma poverty, this
study also emphasizes the diversity of Roma populations in Central
and Eastern Europe—ethnic, occupational, religious, and economic.
The proportion speaking Roma language dialects differs greatly from
country to country, as does the proportion living in cities, integrated
neighborhoods, or segregated rural settlements. These differences
have a major impact on welfare status. Efforts to create, define, or rep-
resent a single Roma community will similarly founder on the rocks
of internal cultural diversity. Roma tend to have distinctive problems
of integration and access, but the situation of different communities
and individuals varies immensely and cannot be reduced to a single,
simple set of answers or policy responses.

Mlustrating this diversity is a study of nine Roma communities in
Romania that is included in chapter 5. Each of the nine communities
consists of different combinations of Roma subgroups, with different
languages, religions, and occupations. The Bucharest Zabrauti neigh-
borhood contains a mosaic of Roma ethnic groups, varying from the
quite traditional Sporitori, who speak the Roma language, to more inte-
grated Roma, who speak primarily or only Romanian. The Babadag
urban community has three main Roma groups, the largest of which is
Muslim. However, in the lana rural community, most Roma are active
Orthodox Christians. Other communities are relatively homogenous. Pri-
marily Hungarian-speaking Roma lived in an urban and a rural com-
munity in Romania. Populating another rural community were relatively
well-off Caldarari Roma, who speak the traditional Roma language; they
work primarily in trade, after being laid off from a large state-owned
enterprise. Such diversity complicates any approach to reduce Roma
poverty, since the root causes may also differ dramatically.

The European Dimension

Policies to address Roma poverty must also be framed in the context of
the Central and East European countries’ drive for EU membership. The
timing of the publication of this study and other reports on Roma is
not coincidental. The EU’s expansion on May 1, 2004, to include eight
countries of Central and Eastern Europe and to acknowledge the
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candidacy of Bulgaria and Romania, focused attention on the Roma
issue through the adoption and monitoring of the Copenhagen criteria
for EU accession. Based on these criteria, those countries have built
institutions and legislative mechanisms to address Roma issues. How-
ever, this is only the beginning. Addressing Roma poverty will require
a long-term approach that is part of each country’s overall economic
and social development program.

Interactions between Roma policy and the EU accession process can
be seen most vividly in Hungary—the first Central and East European
country to apply for EU membership and also the first to make a sub-
stantial policy effort to address Roma issues. Hungary passed the
Minorities Act in 1993, which granted considerable cultural, educational,
and linguistic rights to Hungary’s 13 recognized minorities, including
Roma. The act created a system of national and local minority self-gov-
ernments that let minorities initiate social, educational, and develop-
ment projects. Approximately half of these are Roma self-governments.

Hungary has also established the national Office for National and
Ethnic Minorities, an independent minorities ombudsman to oversee
minority rights and protections, and the Roma Office under the Office
of the Prime Minister to coordinate Roma policy across the govern-
ment. Together, these offices enable Hungary to comply with EU
norms, in part through the implementation of a “medium-term pack-
age” of measures aimed at the Roma’s social inclusion. Hungary’s
extensive experience with Roma institutions and projects provides an
important example for other new EU member states and aspirants.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND APPROACHES

While the plight of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe has not gone
unnoticed, many lessons need to be drawn and new policy
approaches pursued. In the past decade, governments, NGOs, and
international organizations have launched numerous initiatives to
address various aspects of the Roma issue, from combating human
rights violations, to addressing racial stereotyping in the media and
promoting education and employment. The activity level varies sig-
nificantly across countries. With EU enlargement, a more systemic
policy-oriented approach is needed to address gaps in Roma economic
and social development. Project lessons from the 1990s can be used to
inform policy interventions in key areas, such as education, health,
social assistance, and the labor market.

Together, the multidimensional and interrelated roots of Roma
poverty, the diversity of Roma communities, and the differences in
European background constitute a unique context for policy. This
report outlines a number of policy implications. First, a comprehensive
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approach is needed to address the multiple, interrelated causes of
Roma poverty simultaneously. Second, primary emphasis needs to be
placed on furthering the social inclusion of Roma in European soci-
eties. In identifying policy approaches, useful lessons can be drawn
from other countries with similar experience. Finally, greater attention
needs to be paid to policy implementation and evaluation and the cen-
tral role of Roma in these processes.

Links with Systemic Reform

Improving Roma conditions is inherently linked to the overall success
of each relevant country’s economic and social development strate-
gies. Each country must implement policies that promote and sustain
growth, while improving social welfare outcomes and the inclusive-
ness of policies for all populations. However, macro-level policies will
not be sufficient to reach all Roma, so targeted interventions are
needed to address unique exclusion problems and ensure that Roma
are able to work and participate fully in public services.

Related to this, better access to quality social services for Roma is
linked to the overall effectiveness of each country’s education, health,
and social protection systems. In many ways, the inherited systems
were ill suited to the reality of a market economy, and one way that
they have proven ineffective is in their inability to reach all vulnera-
ble groups, including Roma. Throughout Central and Eastern Europe,
countries have embarked on systemic reforms to improve the effi-
ciency, equity, and relevance of public services. These measures are
making a difference. Addressing systemic issues and improving access
and quality of social services will improve conditions for the entire
population. Again, interventions designed to reach Roma need to
accompany these system-wide measures.

Toward an Inclusive Approach

As Roma poverty is rooted in broad-based social exclusion—eco-
nomic, social, and geographic—addressing it calls for an inclusive
approach that aims to expand and promote Roma involvement and
participation in mainstream society while maintaining cultural and
social autonomy. Only policies that allow Roma to take advantage of
opportunities in national and European labor and housing markets,
education and health systems, and social and political networks have
a chance of reducing poverty over the long term. Policy mechanisms
include those that make existing policies more accessible to Roma and
identify areas where targeted initiatives will specifically reach Roma.
An emphasis on inclusion policies would complement rights-based
approaches by tackling the economic and social barriers that Roma face.
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A central policy goal should be the multifaceted inclusion of Roma
into institutions and mechanisms that create economic and social
opportunities. Emphasis should be placed on providing incentives,
rather than forcing compliance. Interventions that reduce the isolation
and exclusion of Roma can help improve living conditions over the
longer-term. An inclusive approach also needs to rely on the greater
participation of Roma, particularly of Roma women, in the projects
and programs that affect them. A number of successful projects use
Roma mentors as liaisons between Roma and non-Roma communi-
ties. For example, Roma teachers’ assistants who work with parents
or peer advisors who assist with job placement can facilitate integra-
tion, while strengthening the Roma community.

Addressing exclusion and the wounds of segregation also involves
overcoming divisions between Roma and non-Roma communities.
This helps build trust and social capital within communities. Such
measures need to involve both Roma and their non-Roma neighbors.
In most cases, policies should target communities at large, rather than
Roma in particular. However, there may be exceptions where explicit
attention to ethnicity would be appropriate, such as overcoming lan-
guage barriers. Critical vehicles for overcoming cultural barriers are
multicultural education and a curriculum that includes the history
and culture of Roma and other minorities. Training teachers, local
government officials, and other personnel working in social services
can address discrimination in public services. Finally, public informa-
tion campaigns can promote multiculturalism and raise awareness
about discrimination.

Policies need to balance three related sets of objectives: first,
increasing economic opportunities by expanding employment partic-
ipation; second, building human capital through better education and
health; and third, strengthening social capital and community devel-
opment by increasing Roma empowerment and participation. In this
vein, options include the following:

B Reducing housing segregation, particularly by alleviating the
problems associated with, or providing alternatives to, isolated
rural settlements;

B Integrating Roma students into mainstream education systems
through preschool programs and provision of food and clothing
to enable attendance;

B Increasing outreach to Roma communities through social service
providers, including health and social workers;

B Involving Roma as liaisons between communities and public
services; and,

B Providing relevant job training and programs that increase Roma
participation in formal labor markets.
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Learning from Examples

When considering future policy directions, a key source of ideas
and experiences may be found in the minority policy experiences of
other countries and regions, particularly in the West. North America
and South America provide interesting counterpoints to Europe’s
experience, in part because the histories of African and indigenous
peoples in the Americas offer more parallels to that of Roma than
other national minorities in Europe. While all ethnic groups have
distinct features, minority-majority relations share important simi-
larities everywhere, and much can be learned from the policy expe-
rience of other countries that have confronted these issues over
centuries.

What is distinctive about the Roma in Europe is that they have
endured centuries of exclusionary and assimilationist policies without
being absorbed into majority societies. They remain stateless and have
founded no statehood movement because they lack a historic home-
land. These general characteristics underline the challenges facing an
integration-oriented approach to Roma poverty. However, they also
focus attention on the stakes involved in getting policy right. Policy-
makers need to approach Roma poverty issues from a long-term per-
spective, with a clear idea of objectives and tradeoffs.

Learning from Evaluation and Implementation

Developing a comprehensive national policy response to Roma
poverty entails attention to monitoring and evaluation. The wealth
of Roma projects in Central and Eastern Europe provides a great deal
of implementation experience, but very few initiatives were evalu-
ated or monitored, making it extremely difficult to identify lessons
learned for future interventions. It is still important, however, to
examine this body of experience to distill lessons for future work.
Mechanisms for monitoring and evaluation should be built into new
and ongoing initiatives, as should opportunities for exchanging infor-
mation within and across countries.

A first step is to increase the availability and quality of information
about Roma. To address this, countries need to examine their statisti-
cal instruments—for example, censuses and household surveys—and
administrative data to assess how they can better capture policy-
relevant information on Roma and other minorities. Multilateral coor-
dination, advice, and guidance can be important for ensuring data
comparability. More information on international practices is needed,
particularly in addressing the privacy issues involving ethnic identi-
fication. The outcomes of targeted public policies and NGO initiatives
also require close monitoring. Program evaluations should be used for
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ongoing policy development. Mechanisms should be in place for dis-
seminating lessons across regions and countries.

Privacy concerns about data collection must be respected, but up-
to-date information is critical for policymakers to make decisions
about program design and to monitor outcomes. Such data collec-
tion should benefit Roma in the long run through better-designed
and targeted interventions. By making ethnicity declarations volun-
tary and by using periodic sample surveys rather than national
administrative data to collect information on specific topics, privacy
concerns can be respected. It is extremely important to involve Roma
groups in survey development, implementation, and analysis. This
was an emphasis of recent censuses in Bulgaria and Slovakia. Qual-
itative assessments can also provide valuable information for proj-
ect design.

It is vital to build monitoring and evaluation mechanisms into proj-
ects and policies. Monitoring should be an integral part of all projects
to ensure accountability. Equally important are evaluations to assess
project impacts and outcomes. These require collecting baseline data
at the outset of projects for comparison with data once the projects
have been completed and experiments with controls that compare the
project to outcomes in the absence of the project. For example, an
intervention designed to improve school enrollments should measure
enrollments prior to the project and assess whether participants stay
in school during the project and afterwards. The time horizon for out-
come evaluation should also be long enough to assess longer-term
impacts. Again, in the case of education, the evaluation should assess
not just whether children are in school at the project’s end, but what
they have learned, whether they graduate and continue their educa-
tion, and how the project affects their chances in higher education and
the labor market.

Ensuring Participation

Regardless of whether programs and policies are explicitly designated
for Roma, Roma participation is essential. The success of the inclusive
approach outlined earlier rests on the ability of the Roma to contribute
to the development processes that affect them. The experience of poli-
cies and programs directed at Roma during both the socialist and tran-
sition periods showed that it is essential to involve the Roma in pro-
gram design, implementation, and evaluation. The recent past is
littered with projects and programs that, however well intentioned,
failed because they were designed and implemented without the
involvement of the future beneficiaries.

Ensuring Roma involvement in policy and project development
rests on the existence of effective participatory mechanisms that
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recognize the diversity of Roma communities. While Roma have been
increasingly involved in civil society and various aspects of policy-
making, significant challenges remain to ensure effective communica-
tion and involvement. Some have been discussed in this chapter,
including low education levels and illiteracy, which diminish the
potential pool of Roma leaders and voters, and lead to mistrust and
prejudices between Roma and non-Roma. It is essential to continue
expanding opportunities for Roma to participate in civil society at the
local and national levels and to increase contacts with non-Roma. The
example of Slovakia presented in chapter 4, in particular, highlights
the perils of separation and segregation. Lacking opportunities for
interaction with wider society, including other Roma communities
and non-Roma, Roma are cut off from society. Increasing partnerships
between non-Roma and Roma will facilitate inclusion and address the
mistrust and miscommunication that limit the progress of local and
community development.

CONCLUSIONS

Poverty among Roma remains one of the most pressing issues for the
Central and East European states as they move toward EU integration
and sustained economic development. Using a variety of sources and
approaches, this report examines the nature of Roma poverty—a mul-
tifaceted challenge that can only be addressed by a policy approach
that attends to all dimensions of Roma social exclusion and focuses
on the potential contributions Roma can make to social and economic
development. Since the dominant policy approach in the years after
socialism has tended to rely on a fragmented set of projects, often
delivered by local NGOs with limited assistance from the state, the
opportunity to make a difference through comprehensive change is
significant and bright.

The current level of activity and interest in Roma issues in Central
and Eastern Europe provides a promising start. The next step is to
integrate the lessons learned into policy. The mechanisms to facilitate
this are in place. Most countries have formulated strategies to improve
the conditions of Roma and of established institutions to develop,
coordinate, and administer policies and projects. However, the agenda
is complex, and improvements will not come overnight. Indeed,
poverty among Roma communities in some West European countries
highlights the scope of the challenge. Effective policy responses will
require a multilayered approach involving cross-country partnerships
among Roma and international organizations, national and local
governments, NGOs, and communities.
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Box 1 IN THEIR OwN WORDS

Interviews with Roma throughout the region highlight the range of
their experiences and living conditions across and within countries.
These snapshots illustrate this diversity. The challenges they face are
explored further throughout this volume.

Education

Many Roma children do not attend school. Some parents are unable to
send their children to school because they lack basic supplies or even
clothes. Other children are excluded because of social and cultural fac-
tors, such as language.

“We can’t afford to send them to school in the winter. We have no
sneakers, no proper shoes for snow. They can’t go to school in slippers.
They don’t have jackets or warm clothes either. We can’t afford anything—
copybooks, pens. . . . Children have no money for meals. That’s why
they don’t go to school,” said a parent in Bulgaria.

“Children from segregated Roma settlements do not master the Slo-
vak language and do not understand their teachers. The teachers do not
speak the Roma language, so they communicate by using gestures,” a
school director in Slovakia stated.

While demand for education is low in some Roma communities,
other parents express a strong interest in their children’s education and
recognize its importance for their future success.

A grandparent in Slovakia noted, “My grandson is a first grade stu-
dent. We sent him to kindergarten and hope in the future that he will
put more importance on education than we did.”

“I waited for my daughter to return from school every day and asked
her what happened at school. I sat beside her when she was writing up
her homework. I would not let her go out until I saw that she had fin-
ished. I would not allow anyone at home to touch her and make her do
some other housework. . . . [I] do not know what will happen to her
after she completes her education, but whatever that is, it will be bet-
ter. She can become a doctor, a teacher. She will go higher than us,”
explained a parent in Bulgaria.

Employment

Formal unemployment in some Roma settlements can reach 100 per-
cent. Many Roma face severe obstacles in finding a job because of their
limited education and low skill levels and discrimination on the labor
market.

“Who is going to give me a job? I have no education, no skills, and
am Roma. Even in my neighboring village nobody wants to give us any
work,” said a 35-year-old father of five in Slovakia.

A Roma in Bulgaria stated, “If his Bulgarian name is Angel or Ivan
or Stoyan or Dragan, he’ll get all the application forms and be asked to

(continued)
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Box 1 (continued)

come in. As soon as they realize he’s Gypsy, Roma, he’s turned down,
they lower their voices and tell him to come some other time. When
your name is Bulgarian and they see you are a Gypsy, they throw you
out!”

Roma Identity

In Hungary, experiments with alternative education for Roma high
school students that include Roma language, culture, and history in the
curriculum have sparked interest in Roma identity among young peo-
ple.

A student in Hungary noted, “My grandmothers spoke the Roma
language, and my parents can understand it. I do not speak the lan-
guage, but I would very much like to learn it.”

Another student in Hungary added, “I would like to know more
about the origin of my people and our values.”



Chapter 1
Introduction



ncreasingly severe poverty and exclusion of Roma in Central and

Eastern Europe have been among the most striking developments
in the region since the post-socialist transition began in 1989.
Although Roma have historically been among the poorest people in
Europe, there has been an unprecedented collapse in their living con-
ditions in the former socialist countries. While most Roma had jobs
during the socialist era, formal unemployment is now widespread.
Even in the new EU member states and leading candidate countries,
the levels of poverty are striking. Roma poverty rates range between
4 and 10 times that of non-Roma in Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania.
Because of higher birth rates, the relative size of the Roma population
is increasing across the region.

As a result, confronting poverty among Roma is one of Europe’s
most pressing development challenges. While living standards have
declined for many during the post-socialist transition to market
economies, conditions for Roma have deteriorated more severely
than for others, and Roma have been poorly positioned to take
advantage of emerging opportunities in the economy and society.
Poverty among Roma is a complex and multidimensional phenome-
non related to poor health and education status, limited chances in
the labor market, discrimination, and unique aspects of Roma social
organization, which together contribute to their social exclusion. At
the same time, Roma are extremely diverse, with different subgroups
experiencing different degrees of poverty and different development
challenges.

The diverse and multidimensional nature of Roma poverty and
social exclusion raises three interrelated questions:

1. What distinguishes Roma poverty from poverty among other
groups in the transition countries of Central and Eastern
Europe?

2. How have countries in the region attempted to address Roma
poverty during the transition?

3. What lessons have been learned, and how can these be applied
in the future?

In answering these questions, this study draws on quantitative
analyses of household surveys and qualitative, sociological case stud-
ies that document the experiences of Roma communities in Bulgaria,
Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia, and brings in examples from other
countries. This approach is intended to provide a more nuanced pic-
ture of Roma poverty and its determinants, as well as of policy expe-
rience. Identifying the unique factors that underlie Roma poverty
helps to explain why the transition has been harder on Roma than oth-
ers and what interventions are needed to expand their opportunities,

2
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within the context of economic and social development for the popu-
lation as a whole.

This chapter provides background on Roma in Central and East-
ern Europe, their characteristics, and origins. It also discusses con-
trasting policy approaches that have shaped the position of Roma in
Europe over time. Chapter 2 looks at the nature and characteristics
of Roma poverty using quantitative data from household surveys—
including a new cross-country dataset. It examines the correlates of
Roma poverty, including housing conditions and educational and
health status.

Later country chapters on Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain
explore aspects of Roma poverty through qualitative methods. Socio-
logical field studies enrich the picture of living conditions in Roma
communities. In Chapter 3, case studies of Roma settlements in Slo-
vakia highlight the relationship of Roma poverty to social exclusion.
Chapter 4 examines conditions in nine Roma communities in Roma-
nia and reveals substantial diversity in access to social services. Chap-
ter 5 focuses on policy lessons, drawing from the case of Hungary,
where more projects to address Roma issues have been undertaken
than in any other country in Central and Eastern Europe.

Chapter 6 focuses on Spain and provides a counterpoint to the case
studies from Central and Eastern Europe, illustrating the commonal-
ities and differences between Roma in the East and West, while draw-
ing policy lessons. These lessons form the basis of the discussion of
policy recommendations in the final chapter. Examples of programs
and policies from other countries are included where possible.
Together, these multiple approaches provide a striking picture of
Roma poverty with policy implications for the future.

WHO ARE THE ROMA?

The Roma are Europe’s largest and most vulnerable minority. They
have no historical homeland but live in nearly all countries of Europe
and Central Asia. The roots of the Roma are widely debated. Histor-
ical records indicate that they migrated in waves from northern India
into Europe between the ninth and fourteenth centuries. Roma con-
stitute an extremely diverse minority, with multiple subgroups based
on linguistic, historical, and occupational distinctions. While some
Roma groups are nomadic, the vast majority of Roma in Central and
Eastern Europe have settled, some during the Austro-Hungarian and
Ottoman empires and others under socialism.

Size estimates of Europe’s Roma population range from 7 million to
9 million, similar to the total population of many smaller European
states. Approximately 70 percent of Roma in Europe live in the coun-
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FIGURE 1.1 ESTIMATED ROMA POPULATIONS IN SELECTED
EuroPEAN COUNTRIES
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tries of Central and Eastern Europe and those of the former Soviet
Union; nearly 80 percent of this population lives in countries that joined
the EU in 2004, or are in accession negotiations. Roma are estimated to
make up between 6 and 11 percent of the populations of Bulgaria, FYR
Macedonia, Romania, and the Slovak Republic (see figure 1.1).

Why has attention to Roma issues increased so sharply over the
past decade? The fall of the iron curtain in 1989 increased interna-
tional awareness of Roma. Subsequently, concern over human rights
violations and seriously deteriorating socioeconomic conditions for
Roma gained attention from international organizations and interna-
tional NGOs, such as the Council of Europe, the OSCE, various United
Nations (UN) agencies, the Open Society Institute, and western news
media. Many international organizations have issued major reports on
Roma issues in recent years, including a recent UNDP Human Devel-
opment Report on Roma.' Most significantly, attention to the rights
and living conditions of Roma were incorporated into the EU acces-
sion process, under the political criteria.

Paying attention to Roma issues is squarely in the interest of
national governments. The severe deterioration of their living stan-
dards has raised humanitarian concerns and called attention to human
rights issues. Countries also cannot ignore the growth of Roma long-
term unemployment and poverty, which will undermine competitive-
ness over the longer term. In countries where Roma constitute a large
and growing share of the working-age population, their increasing
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marginalization threatens stability and social cohesion. It has become
a priority to understand how Roma poverty differs from poverty gen-
erally in the transition countries to overcome it.

POVERTY IN TRANSITION

Changes in the socioeconomic status of Roma in Central and Eastern
Europe over the past decade are closely linked to the economic tran-
sition’s effects. The shift from planned to market economies has led
to an increase in poverty and lower living standards across the
region.” However, regional figures mask considerable diversity across
and within countries. Poverty in the new EU member states—includ-
ing the Czech and Slovak Republics and Hungary—remains substan-
tially lower than in the poorer countries of the region—such as
Bulgaria and Romania (see figure 1.2). This difference is due to many
factors, including the slower pace of economic reforms in the latter
two countries in the early 1990s (World Bank 2000b).

Deep pockets of poverty distinguish the profile of poverty in many
of the leading EU accession countries. Even in the more prosperous
countries, significant poverty persists within some segments of the
population. In the transition countries of Central and Eastern Europe,
the unemployed, the poorly educated, rural populations, and children
are more likely to be poor. In Slovakia in 1996, the national poverty
rate was 10 percent—low by regional standards—while the poverty

FIGURE 1.2 POVERTY RATES IN SELECTED TRANSITION COUNTRIES
(Percent living under $4.30 PPP per day)
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rate for those with only primary education or lower was 14 percent,
or 40 percent higher than the national average (World Bank 2001b).
Even worse, poverty rates for households headed by an unemployed
person were nearly four and a half times the national average. Roma
represent one of the main poverty groups. They are both poorer than
other population groups and more likely to fall into poverty and
remain poor. Poverty therefore has a substantial ethnic dimension.’

HISTORY

The roots of Roma in Europe have long been a controversial subject
(Hancock 2003). According to records, Roma arrived in Europe from
northern India, although the reasons for their migration are unknown.
Linguistic evidence and the limited documentation suggest that Roma
came first through Persia and the Caucasus, through the Byzantine
Empire and into southern Europe (Fraser 1995), although some Mace-
donian legends place Roma in Europe at the time of Alexander the
Great, as early as the fourth century B.C. The first detailed references
to Roma in Central and Eastern Europe are found in twelfth-century
records from the Dalmatian Coast and Hungary, which is now the
Slovak Republic (Crowe 1994).

The subsequent history of Roma in Europe is as varied as the coun-
tries to which they migrated. However, marginalization and discrim-
ination have been common (Barany 2002). During their first centuries
in Europe, Roma were valued for their skills in metalworking, arma-
ments, and music. They were also subject to prejudice and persecu-
tion. As early as the fifteenth century, Roma were traded as slaves in
the Moldavia and Wallachia principalities (currently Romania). Dra-
conian anti-Roma policies were adopted throughout Europe. A scholar
notes that “[h]ad all the anti-Gypsy laws which sprang up been
enforced uncompromisingly, even for a few months, the Gypsies
would have been eradicated from most of Christian Europe well
before the middle of the sixteenth century” (Fraser 1995).

In Central and Eastern Europe, the policies of the Austrian Empire,
the Hungarian Kingdom, and the Ottoman Empire had a significant
role in shaping Roma communities. In the latter half of the eighteenth
century, under Empress Maria Theresa, Habsburg policies aimed to
eliminate the Roma’s nomadic lifestyle and encourage assimilation.
While these restrictions were loosened with the end of Maria
Theresa’s reign, they were the first step toward settling Roma; this fea-
ture still distinguishes Roma in Central and Eastern Europe from
those living in Western Europe. Under the Ottoman Empire, policies
toward Roma were more relaxed, on the whole, and mostly allowed
for free movement across borders, despite occasional attempts at
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forced settlement, including an initiative against Serbian Roma in the
1630s (Fraser 1995).

The Nazi era marked the darkest period of Roma history. Like Jews,
Roma were targeted with discriminatory legislation and subsequently
extermination. During the course of the “Devouring,” as Roma call
the Holocaust, approximately half a million Roma from across Europe
were executed or killed in concentration camps. The largest popula-
tion losses were among Roma from Hungary, Poland, Romania, the
Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia (Fraser 1995; Lewy 2000).

The Socialist Period

Soviet bloc policies adopted toward Roma in Central and Eastern
Europe left a legacy that affects the socioeconomic status of Roma
today. Although the extent varied, socialist governments made a con-
certed effort to assimilate Roma and minimize ethnic differences.
Communist parties issued decrees and adopted policies that aimed
at socioeconomic integration by providing housing and jobs for
Roma.

These measures were frequently culturally repressive, though their
stringency varied. Among the most repressive campaigns were move-
ments in Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia that sought to erase ethnic
divisions completely. In contrast, in socialist Yugoslavia, Roma were
granted official nationality status in 1981 (Poulton 1991).

In Czechoslovakia in 1958, the government proclaimed that Roma
were not a separate ethnic group and embarked upon a violent cam-
paign against nomadism. The regime planned a “dispersal and trans-
fer” scheme to resettle Roma from areas with large Roma communi-
ties in eastern Slovakia to the Czech lands. However, this program
was never fully implemented, and conditions were relaxed somewhat
during the Prague Spring reforms of 1968. During this time, Roma
language teaching was introduced in schools. However, assimilation
programs were imposed with new vigor following the Soviet crack-
down on the reformists (Fraser 1995).

In Bulgaria, all ethnic minorities, including Bulgarian Turks and
Roma, were targeted with “Bulgarization,” as the regime attempted
to suppress cultural identities through forced assimilation. Minorities
were forced to change their names to Bulgarian names and could lose
access to social services for not complying. In Romania, President
Ceausescu mounted an aggressive “systematization” program across
the country in the 1980s, resettling entire villages and urban neigh-
borhoods. While the campaign was not explicitly targeted at Roma,
both Roma and non-Roma settlements were destroyed (Crowe 1994).

Assimilation efforts under socialism transformed Roma communi-
ties. Policies forced Roma into the mainstream economy by providing
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employment, housing, and education. The impact of these efforts was
mixed. Major strides were made in enrolling children in schools. In
Czechoslovakia, a campaign increased kindergarten enrollment rates
for Roma from 10 percent in the early 1970s to 59 percent by 1980. At
the same time, the share of Roma finishing compulsory education rose
from 17 to 26 percent, and literacy rates rose to 90 percent among
adults. In Poland, an education initiative enrolled 80 percent of Roma
children in the late 1960s. Some school promotion initiatives, such as
a Hungarian effort in the late 1980s, attempted to increase Roma
school attendance by experimenting with Roma language teaching
(Fraser 1995).

However, these gains were tempered. In many cases, socialist edu-
cation policies helped only to perpetuate earlier inequities. In the push
to increase enrollments, Roma were often channeled into segregated
schools intended for children with mental and physical disabilities.
For example, Hungary’s education campaign was initiated in the
1960s and focused on creating “special classes . . . within the national
school system for retarded or difficult children” (Crowe 1994). A dis-
proportionate number of Roma were enrolled in special classes and
schools. Similar practices were followed in other countries, including
Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia. The practice of pushing Roma into spe-
cial schools has continued following the transition.

Employment programs were also a mixed blessing. Some attempted
to formalize traditional Roma trades. For example, the Polish gov-
ernment set up cooperative workshops to support traditional artisans
such as coppersmiths. However, these low-paying and physically
demanding jobs were in less demand and did not attract Roma work-
ers (Fraser 1995). Because of their low education levels and skills,
Roma were often employed instead in state-owned enterprises and on
collective farms, frequently in the most onerous, unskilled positions.
A 1995 study of the Hungarian labor force found that half of Roma
workers were unskilled, in comparison with 12 percent of the Hun-
garian population (Crowe 1994).

As a whole, socialist policies did improve conditions for Roma by
increasing access to education, employment, and housing. However,
these initiatives also created new divisions between Roma and the
state. The forced and often repressive assimilation campaigns fomented
mistrust and tensions between Roma and service providers. The
absence of participatory processes, authentic self-government, and
Roma involvement in policy development and implementation fur-
ther reinforced this strain. Paternalistic state provision of “cradle to
grave” jobs, housing, and other benefits also created a culture of
dependency. The transition, employment losses, and growing poverty
have left many Roma, as well as others, feeling abandoned and
alienated.
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Roma in the Transition Period

The democratic transition to market economies has presented new
challenges to Roma in Central and Eastern Europe. On the one hand,
Roma have greater opportunities to organize politically and express
themselves culturally; on the other, they have also proven more
vulnerable than other groups. There are four broad sets of reasons for
this.

First, as Roma generally have less education and skills than others,
they have had difficulty competing for jobs in the new market
economies. Roma were often the first laid off from state-owned indus-
trial factories, mines, and agricultural cooperatives. As a result, they
face significant hurdles to labor market reentry and have depended
instead on poorly funded public assistance, insecure jobs in the
informal sector, or work abroad.

Second, the transformation exacerbated numerous social problems
facing Roma, including low educational and health status. Third, the
transition has had a profound impact on Roma housing. Roma were
historically not landowners. As a result, they have generally not
benefited from land restitution and privatization policies. Fiscal
constraints during the transition have meant fewer state resources for
maintaining the public housing where many Roma live. Finally, polit-
ical transformation has been accompanied by rising discrimination
and violence against ethnic minorities, including Roma.

Addressing Roma poverty is therefore a multifaceted problem,
related to a complex mix of historical, economic, and social factors.
Although the region’s other vulnerable groups face similar circum-
stances, with the lack of social capital among some Roma communi-
ties and the added discrimination barrier, the challenges loom large.
Aspects of Roma culture and living conditions also reinforce stereo-
types by limiting communication between Roma and non-Roma and
contribute to a vicious circle of isolation and marginalization.

Moreover, access to social services has been threatened by an
increasing need for services and tight budgets. Formal and informal
charges now accompany previously free services, as does eroding
quality. Roma are particularly affected by increasing barriers to access
because they are at a higher risk of poverty and face unique circum-
stances that limit their access to services. Geographically isolated
Roma communities may lie far from social service facilities and per-
sonnel. Similarly, because Roma frequently live in remote areas or ille-
gal housing, they may lack the documentation necessary for enrolling
in school and claiming social assistance or health benefits. The preva-
lence of Roma in informal sector employment also limits their bene-
fits based on social insurance contributions, including health care and
unemployment benefits.
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Political liberalization has proven to be a mixed blessing. The tran-
sition brought new opportunities for ethnic minorities to express their
identity and participate in society. In most countries, minorities were
once again recognized as distinct ethnic groups. For example, the new
Declaration of Basic Human Rights and Freedoms that the Czecho-
slovakian Federal Assembly adopted in January 1991 allowed for the
free determination of ethnic identity. Roma political parties emerged
in some countries, as did a range of Roma NGOs. However, the tran-
sition also brought new civic challenges and hardships. Political lib-
eralization let extremist parties onto the political scene and opened
other avenues for public expression of hatred against Roma. Anti-
Roma violence was documented in the 1990s in all the Central and
Eastern European countries. Hence, designing and implementing pro-
grams to address the exclusion of Roma requires attention to the
unique issues of diversity, culture, and social exclusion.

ROMA DIVERSITY, CULTURE, AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
Diversity

A defining characteristic of Roma is their diversity. Researchers refer
to a “kaleidoscope” and “mosaic” of Roma groups (Liegeois 1994;
Fraser 1995), with numerous crosscutting subgroups, including fam-
ily clans and religion. Many Roma groups have little or no contact
with each other (Beissinger 2001). Because of their varied history in
Asia and Europe, Roma also participate in many different religions.
There are Roma of different Christian denominations, as well as Mus-
lim Roma. In Bulgaria, Roma have traditionally been Eastern Ortho-
dox or Muslim, although in recent decades many have begun to
attend Protestant and Pentecostal churches (Iliev 1999). There are also
geographic and historical groups, such as the Slovensko Roma from
Slovenia, and subgroups based upon occupational categories, includ-
ing former cauldron makers (Kalderashi) in Bulgaria and Romania,
and bear trainers (Ursari) and basket makers (Kosnicari) in Bulgaria.

Roma may have multiple affiliations, such as with an extended
family group, as well as a geographic and occupational subgroup
(Liegeois 1994). The densest concentration of different Roma commu-
nities is found in southeastern Europe, where there is greater varia-
tion in religious affiliation, dialect, and occupation (Fraser 1995). The
degree of assimilation also varies notably across subgroups, depend-
ing on “the amount of time they have lived . . . in the proximity of
the dominant population, the size of the Gypsy community, familiar-
ity with the majority language, the presence of (an)other . . . strong
minority, and the history of interethnic relations” (Barany 2002). In
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Hungary, the most integrated are the Romungro Roma, who speak
Hungarian.

The Roma language is still prevalent among some Roma commu-
nities, and there are numerous dialects. In Bulgaria, half of the Roma
speak the Roma language at home.* In Hungary and the Slovak
Republic, much less of the population does so. However, in both coun-
tries, it has been found to limit some children’s school participation
and performance (Ministry of Labor 1997; Radé 1997).

The diversity of Roma creates significant challenges for researchers
and policymakers. Information on Roma living conditions and
poverty is scarce, fragmented, and often anecdotal. In addition to the
difficulty of drawing generalizations about such a diverse group,
measurement challenges include undersampling in censuses and
household surveys; privacy legislation in many countries, which pro-
hibit data collection by ethnicity; and the reluctance of many Roma to
identify themselves as such. These challenges are addressed through
a multimethod approach combining quantitative and qualitative
sources, but still there are limitations in the face of poor data.

Culture

Given the striking diversity of Roma communities, generalizing about
the nature and characteristics of Roma culture is extremely difficult.
The literature paints a fragmented and sometimes contradictory pic-
ture. However, it is clear that aspects of Roma social organization and
values affect the interactions of Roma and non-Roma, the dynamics
among Roma subgroups, and many aspects of their welfare. Cultural
factors can influence the level of integration of communities, partici-
pation in civil society and political institutions, demand for public
services, and household behavior.

Despite the complexity of the topic, there is consensus concerning
the importance of the relationship between Roma and the gadje, the
Roma word for non-Roma. Roma define themselves as distinct and
different from gadje. This helps explain how Roma have maintained
a separate identity across centuries, despite repeated pressures for
integration:

Their ethnicity was to be fashioned and remoulded by a multi-
tude of influences, internal and external, they would assimilate
innumerable elements which had nothing to do with India, and
they would eventually cease to be, in any meaningful way, Indi-
ans; their identity, their culture would, however—regardless of
all the transformations—remain sharply distinct from that of the
gadze [sic] who surrounded them, and on whom their economic
existence depended (Fraser 1995).
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This distinction continues to influence Roma integration, participa-
tion in civil society, and use of public services. To varying degrees,
Roma communities have remained insular and separate. While some
Roma communities have integrated, more traditional Roma communi-
ties and extended families are close knit, providing both security and
protection from the outside world (Wheeler 1999). This division
between the Roma and gadje worlds has reinforced stereotypes and
mistrust on both sides. Roma may be reluctant to send their children
to state schools because of fear of losing their cultural identity. This
concern likely influences other aspects of life, including employment
preferences and use of health services. The distance between Roma and
non-Roma communities breeds mistrust and misunderstanding among
non-Roma and reinforces negative stereotypes and discrimination.

The socially heterogeneous nature of Roma society also influences
the integration level of various Roma communities, their political par-
ticipation, and relations among different Roma groups. For example,
traditional Roma groups may distrust or reject more integrated Roma.
In Hungary, the more traditional Vlach Roma have few interactions
with the Romungros Roma, and in Bulgaria, the Kalderashi relate lit-
tle to the poorer lerlii, whom they believe have abandoned their tra-
ditions (Stewart 1997; Iliev 1999). Little is known about the complex
hierarchy among Roma groups, which is based not only on their
adherence to Roma traditions, but also to the prestige of clans and
occupational groups, religion, and other divisions. These factors may
correlate strongly with poverty and social exclusion.

Social Exclusion and Discrimination

A defining aspect of poverty among Roma is its relationship to social
exclusion. Social exclusion and discrimination severely affect Roma
access to employment opportunities, education, and public services.
Social exclusion refers to a process of social separation between indi-
viduals and society (Rodgers et al. 1995; Silver 1994; Brady 2003).
Exclusion can have multiple dimensions, including economic, politi-
cal, socio-cultural, and geographic. In economic exclusion, individu-
als cannot participate in market activity, including employment,
access to credit, and land. Political exclusion refers to limitations on
participation in democratic processes, such as voting, participation in
political parties, and other associations within civil society. Socio-
cultural exclusion encompasses separation based upon linguistic,
religious, and ethnic grounds. Geographic exclusion involves various
types of spatial differentiation. Moreover, different facets of exclusion
often reinforce each other. For example, geographic exclusion in
housing can lead to economic exclusion if people are unable to find
jobs where they live or attend mainstream public schools there.
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For Roma, social exclusion from majority societies in Europe has
mainly taken the form of ethnic discrimination. Roma have been
shunned throughout European history, and ethnic tensions have
intensified in the transition period with revival of nationalism in
some countries. Discrimination, both explicit and implicit, permeates
many aspects of life, including education, employment, and housing.
Roma have been barred from restaurants and hotels in Central and
Eastern Europe. Documented racial violence, including skinhead
attacks and police violence, has also been on the rise during the tran-
sition period.”

Stereotypes of Roma continue to be widespread throughout Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. UNDP Human Development Reports for Bul-
garia and the Slovak Republic quoted opinion surveys that found
deeply negative perceptions of Roma to be pervasive. In Bulgaria,
nearly 80 percent of the population surveyed in 1999 said that they
would not want to have Roma as neighbors, a figure far higher than
for any other ethnic or social group, including former prisoners
(UNDP 1999). Similar results have been reported from surveys in
other countries in the region.

The roots of such sentiments are difficult to trace, but undoubtedly
stem from a combination of factors, including history, difficult eco-
nomic conditions, and feelings of social insecurity. As mentioned ear-
lier, aspects of Roma culture and living conditions have reinforced
stereotypes and spurred marginalization. Self-exclusion of some Roma
can breed misunderstanding and mistrust among non-Roma. Simi-
larly, the poverty of many Roma communities contributes to resent-
ment, as Roma are perceived as dependent on welfare benefits and
burdens on the state.

POLICY APPROACHES AND DEBATES

Historically, European states’ policies toward Roma have either aimed
to further exclude Roma from majority societies—through expulsion,
forced ghettoization, and denial of services—or to fully assimilate
Roma into the majority society, often through coercive measures. Poli-
cies of exclusion and forced assimilation, though different in many
ways, share one important goal: both seek to reduce the visibility of
Roma communities—on the one hand by forcing them to the margins
of society, on the other by forcing them to assimilate. Both deny Roma
communities and individuals the right of their own culture.

While the legacy of exclusionary and assimilationist policies lives on
in Europe, current policy approaches to Roma are built on different
foundations, emphasizing individual and group rights for ethnic
minorities. This section discusses historic and current policy approaches
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TABLE 1.1 A TyroLoGY OF RomMA PoLICY APPROACHES

IN EUROPE
Coercive Rights-Based
Roma Treated as a Separate Group Exclusion Minority Rights
Roma Treated as Individual Members of
Broader Society Assimilation  Integration

toward Roma within a conceptual framework that helps to understand
the influences and trends that shape current policy development.

Roma Policy: Four Approaches

Policy approaches that European governments have taken in modern
times fall into four broad groups: policies of exclusion, assimilation,
integration, and minority rights (see Marko 2000 for a similar typol-
ogy). These approaches reflect different responses to two basic ques-
tions about Roma policy: whether Roma should be treated as a dis-
tinct group or as individual members of a broader society, and
whether Roma policy should be pursued through coercive measures
or with respect for Roma rights. Table 1.1 shows that these policy
approaches reflect different answers to these fundamental questions.

In this discussion, Roma policy refers to both explicit governmental
policies toward Roma, as well as other state policies that affect Roma
and other social groups but may have a different effect on Roma. In
addition, this discussion also considers how official state policies set the
tone for the unofficial attitudes of non-state organizations, enterprises,
and associations that have practices toward Roma that also relate to
their social status and poverty. As with any typology, these definitions
are ideal types; some policies will not fit neatly into one or another of
these categories, and some may be explicitly geared at blurring lines of
distinction. Because of the diversity of Roma, the impact of government
policies may be different for different groups or may have unintended
consequences. Nonetheless, this typology captures the broad logic of
policies toward Roma in Europe over time and reflects enduring dif-
ferences in how societies attempt to address Roma issues.

Exclusionary Policies

As noted above, exclusion of Roma from majority societies in Europe
results partly from the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of Roma them-
selves. However, self-marginalization of many Roma is related to a
long legacy of European policies that sought to reinforce Roma
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exclusion. Policies of exclusion seek to exclude Roma from the major-
ity society along economic, political, socio-cultural, and geographic
dimensions.

Why have European governments often sought to exclude Roma?
The rationale is usually based on a racial and nationalist perspective
that holds Roma to be inferior and separate from the majority. Con-
tact and intermarriage between Roma and the majority community
are seen as harmful. Exclusionary policies are usually enacted to
protect the majority from perceived threats and are often pursued
coercively. Lack of regard for Roma rights and interests is justified by
the view that Roma are not members of the majority community but
as dangerous parasites. Therefore, the majority community has no
obligation to concern itself with the welfare of Roma individuals or
communities. While policies that reinforce social exclusion are widely
rejected in international law today, their legacies persist.

One of the most important of these legacies is housing segrega-
tion—a form of geographic exclusion. Socio-cultural exclusion of
Roma in Europe has long been underpinned by housing policies that
shunt many Roma into separate settlements or ghettos. Under the
Ottoman Empire, urban neighborhoods, or mahalas, were organized
along religious and ethnic lines. As a result, many Roma neighbor-
hoods in the Balkans—such as the large Roma enclave of Suto Ozari,
in Skopje, FYR Macedonia—have their roots in long-standing policy
legacies. In Slovakia, policies enacted during and after World War 1II
forced Roma to settle on the outskirts of towns, leading to the creation
of a large number of Roma settlements. Roma also live in ghettos on
the outskirts of cities in Western European countries, such as Italy
(ERRC [European Roma Rights Center] 2000).

More recent policies in Central and East European countries have—
both directly and indirectly—led to continued geographic marginal-
ization. In one notorious case, Czech authorities erected a wall around
a Roma settlement in the town of Usti nad Labem. The wall was later
torn down after protests from Roma, the international community, and
Czech political leaders. As seen in the study of Slovakia in chapter 3,
geographic exclusion of Roma powerfully reinforces social exclusion
of other kinds, including access to employment and state services.

Beyond geographic exclusion, current policies at the national and
local levels continue to exclude Roma from public services, such as
health and education. Such policies may have a critical impact on
Roma poverty. The OSCE has documented extensive evidence of con-
tinued discrimination in the justice system, housing, education, and
other areas (OSCE 2000; OSCE ODIHR [Office of Democratic Institu-
tions and Human Rights] 1997). Roma children often are excluded
from education in mainstream public schools in Central and Eastern
Europe and instead relegated to schools for the mentally handicapped.
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Roma in Central and Eastern Europe also have been stripped of
fundamental political rights, including citizenship. A notorious law
enacted after the division of Czechoslovakia forced non-Czech citizens
to reapply for Czech citizenship and included provisions that pre-
vented many Roma originally from Slovakia from winning Czech cit-
izenship (Orentlicher 1998). Lack of citizenship can prevent people
from acquiring property, voting, working, and receiving education,
health care, and social assistance. Political rights are also important
for allowing Roma to assert their economic interests.

Economic exclusion of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe often
results not from official state policy but from the actions of other
actors, particularly businesses and social associations. Many firms in
the transition countries do not hire Roma, compounding the labor
market woes of a population with low skills and education levels.
Governments may foster employment discrimination by not acting
effectively to prevent it.

Other exclusionary acts toward Roma are similarly outside the
direct control of the state, such as barring Roma from restaurants and
clubs, skinhead attacks, and the portrayal of Roma by the press as
“the most problematic section of the population, disturbers of the
social order” (PER [Project on Ethnic Relations] 1997b). In these areas
too, the government’s failure to take firm action can reinforce exclu-
sionary social practices by signaling their acceptability.

Such signaling almost undoubtedly occurs through the expres-
sion of anti-Roma sentiment by state officials in public. As Save the
Children found, “There are few, if any, other population groups in
Europe against which regular racist pronouncements and actions
still pass largely unremarked” (Save the Children 2001a; OSI 2001).
Such outbursts rarely cost the officials their jobs. Reinforcement of
exclusionary norms by public officials is an unofficial policy of
exclusion.

Forced Assimilation Policies

Unlike exclusionary policies, forced assimilation policies aim to erad-
icate differences between Roma and non-Roma, by making Roma
adopt mainstream norms, values, and behaviors.

Like exclusionary policies, assimilationist policies are by definition
coercive. However, assimilationist policies tend to be undertaken not to
harm Roma but to help them. Assimilationist logic asserts the benefits
of belonging to the majority culture and participating in economic life,
and takes the view that all individuals would be better off if they were
elevated to full membership of this culture. Assimilation is often con-
ceived as a “civilizing mission,” helping marginal or outside groups
win greater prosperity and culture. Opponents of assimilation argue
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that assimilation often entails repression, losses to minority groups and
cultures, and disproportionate benefits to the majority group. However,
assimilated individuals are often granted nearly full rights in the major-
ity society.

Assimilationist policies have been common in Europe for centuries.
The Austrian Empire and Hungarian Kingdom adopted an assimila-
tionist policy approach under the modernizing rule of Empress Maria
Theresa (Barany 2002). Maria Theresa issued four “Gypsy decrees”
between 1758 and 1773 that

ordered all Gypsies to settle, pay taxes, and do mandatory serv-
ice to churches and landowners . . . prohibited their leaving the
villages to which they were assigned without permission . . .
mandated compulsory military service . . . eliminated the author-
ity of Romani leaders over their communities, banned traditional
Gypsy dress and the usage of Romani language . . . forbade mar-
riages between Gypsies and ordered Roma children over age five
to be taken away to state schools and foster homes. (Barany 2002)

Empress Maria Theresa did not shy away from coercive measures
to promote assimilation.

Assimilation was also the predominant Roma policy of socialist
regimes in post-World War II Europe. Following Karl Marx’s lead,
socialist regimes believed in advancing “common interests of the
entire proletariat, independently of all nationality” (Marx 1985). In
practice, this meant promoting cooperation between different ethnic
groups and nationalities, with the goal of forging an undivided, class-
less socialist society. Policy toward Roma was therefore guided by an
effort to merge the population into the proletarian mainstream.

Thus in the 1950s and 1960s, most socialist regimes in Europe
engaged in a strong, multipronged policy initiative to assimilate Roma
(Ul¢ 1991). “The fundamental goal was to assimilate them and trans-
form them into productive, cooperative, and supportive socialist
citizens” (Barany 2002). This was to be achieved through improved
housing, higher educational enrollment, and guaranteed employment.
However, many of these policies were pursued with a heavy hand.
Settlements were broken up, housing was assigned, and work was
made mandatory under threat of imprisonment. Roma generally were
not given the opportunity to participate in decision making or in the
administration of these policies (Barany 2002).

Neither the exclusionary policies nor the forced assimilation poli-
cies allow room for individual choice or individual rights. They are
often pursued, at least in part, through official coercion. However,
with the rise of a liberal democratic international order during the
latter half of the twentieth century, both of these models of minority
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policy began to be discredited, at least in the eyes of international law
and organizations such as the UN, OSCE, and EU (Wippman 1998).
These trends opened the way for two rights-based policy approaches
to emerge: integration policies and minority rights.

Integration Policies

Since the Second World War, minority policies in Europe have been
heavily influenced by rights-based approaches, as part of a reaction
to coercive policies of exclusion and assimilation that were seen as
contributing to the causes of war. Rights-based approaches seek to ele-
vate state protection for minority individuals and groups by provid-
ing basic civil and political rights. Rights-based governance is believed
to contribute to international peace and thus forms a key part of many
international conventions.

Policies of integration and minority rights are both rights-based
policies, but they differ on whether rights are accorded primarily to
individuals or to groups. Integration policies focus on bringing indi-
viduals into society as full members. In integration policies, Roma
individuals may choose to retain their cultural identity while adopt-
ing much of the dominant society’s lifestyle and practices. Minority
rights policies place a higher value on maintaining traditional lifestyle
and practices of groups.

Critics of integration warn that it shares the flaws of assimilation,
since both approaches aim to subsume Roma in the broader society
and to downplay the importance of ethnicity. However, integration
policies genuinely differ from those of assimilation. They do not
require that individuals completely assimilate before being granted
rights, for instance. Instead, they are inspired by modern, liberal val-
ues that “favor broad political participation of all those within the
geographic boundaries of a given state, regardless of their ethnic
identity” (Wippman 1998). Integration policies also typically respect
individual rights and individual choices about how to integrate,
leaving room for continued ethnic identification. Assimilation policies
do not.

Integration policies seek to integrate Roma, without coercion, into
the majority society while protecting their individual rights. As Pace
expresses it, “[a]ssimilation refers to the absorption of a minority
group into the host or majority society, with consequent dissolution
of the cultural features of the group. . . . Integration means that an
ethnic group tries to maintain some or all of its cultural characteris-
tics, while seeking to minimize the practical problems inherent in
adapting to the dominant society” (Pace 1993).

Philosophically, integration policies are based on a belief in
progress, individual rights, and equal opportunity. Proponents of
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integration tend to believe that modern society is better than tradi-
tional society, providing forms of human development unavailable in
the past. Members of more traditional groups, such as Roma, can
benefit from integration if it facilitates individual growth and well-
being. Proponents of integration also argue that no individual should
be discriminated against and that all individuals should be allowed
to progress in society to the best of their abilities.

Integration has been the dominant European policy paradigm
toward ethnic minorities since the 1970s (PER 1997a), except in the
former socialist states. It has also been the dominant paradigm in
international law (Wippman 1998). Some examples include integrat-
ing Roma into school systems, banning labor market discrimination,
increasing access to social services, addressing housing discrimina-
tion, and reducing ghettoization. All these policies seek to provide
individuals with equal rights and the same opportunities for empow-
erment as members of the dominant society.

Minority Rights Policies

Starting in the 1990s, European and international policies toward
minorities have increasingly emphasized group rights (Wippman
1998; Pejic 1997; PER 1997a; Save the Children 2001b). This reflects “a
growing acceptance of the legitimacy of group consciousness” in
Europe—and, indeed, the world (Basurto 1995). This minority rights
approach differs from the integration approach, since it advocates the
establishment and protection of group, rather than individual, rights
as the basis of minority policy.

The minority rights approach stresses the importance of cultural
preservation as a means of improving the condition of minority
groups. Minority rights advocates suggest that the situation of socially
marginalized groups, such as Roma, will not be improved simply by
integrating individuals into the majority society. Instead, their welfare
will be secured best by enhancing opportunities for group empower-
ment and cultural self-determination. Community and group empow-
erment have become increasingly viewed as essential ingredients for
improving the welfare of the poor. Empowerment in this context
refers to the capacity of the poor to “participate in, negotiate with,
influence, control and hold accountable institutions that affect their
lives” (World Bank 2001a).

The last two decades have seen a growing international concern for
the rights of minorities globally and in Europe. Intergovernmental
organizations such as the OSCE, EU, and the Council of Europe have
taken a particularly active role in establishing minority rights. The
result is an emerging “common European standard” for minority
policy, grounded primarily in international commitments undertaken
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by European states (De Witte 2002). These include the European Con-
vention on Human Rights,® the Copenhagen Document (1990),” the
Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities
(1995),® and the new European Community Treaty’s Article 13, estab-
lished within the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty (the first treaty provision to
explicitly include anti-discrimination measures relating to ethnic
minorities), and the EU Charter on Fundamental Rights (2000).°

On the basis of these emerging European standards, the 1993
Copenhagen Summit of the European Commission included “respect
for minorities” as one political criterion for the accession of new
member states. These political conditions were determined during the
European Council meeting of June 1993. According to the concluding
document, “membership requires that the candidate country has
achieved stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of
law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities” (Con-
clusions of the Copenhagen European Council 1993). This has shaped
policy toward Roma in the accession states.

Both the OSCE (formerly the Council for Security and Co-operation
in Europe, or CSCE) and the Council of Europe have been actively
engaged in constructing a framework for policy on minorities, includ-
ing Roma. Over 40 years ago, the CSCE led the way in taking on the
issue of minorities in Europe. The Roma question was explicitly
addressed in a series of Human Dimension meetings held in the 1990s.
In 1995, the OSCE created the Contact Point on Roma Issues within
the ODIHR to focus on Roma rights and protections in general. In
1998, the Contact Point’s mandate was extended to “oversee, coordi-
nate and advise on legislative and policy developments affecting
Roma (and Sinti) both at the European and state levels” (Kovéts
2001a).

The Council of Europe has demonstrated a concern for minority
issues for many years, including the development of a convention on
linguistic rights and protections for Roma.'” In 1993, a council reso-
lution declared Roma to be “a true European minority” and estab-
lished a Specialist Group on Roma/Gypsies. Together with the OSCE
High Commissioner for National Minorities, the Specialist Group pro-
duced the Guiding Principles for Improving the Situation of Roma in
candidate countries. Adopted by the EU in 1999, this document has
been influential in shaping EU relations with post-communist coun-
tries regarding the Roma issue, as well as marking a convergence in
Council of Europe, OSCE, and EU approaches to Roma policy. Over
the years, the council has undertaken various initiatives and has had
an indirect influence on Roma through its work in the field of minor-
ity and linguistic rights.

The European Union—founded to build economic cooperation in
Europe—historically has not engaged directly in minority policies. As



Introduction 21

a result, through the principle of subsidiarity, education, culture, and
language have predominantly remained the policy concerns of member
states, not the community. Nevertheless, the Treaty of Maastricht,
signed in February 1992, established the EU as an economic and
political union. It also opened the door for the EU to include within its
scope some actions pertaining to culture, providing that the European
Community shall “contribute to the flowering of the cultures of the
Member States, while respecting their national and regional diversity.”
In the minority rights context, this article recognizes the existence of
diversity within and between its member states, as well as the impor-
tance of EU and member state support for preserving this diversity.

Most Central and East European countries have, at some level,
accepted the importance of protecting national minority rights. As of
March 2001, 33 states had ratified and entered into force the Council
of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities (Council of Europe 1995), the first legally binding multi-
lateral instrument devoted to the protection of national minorities in
general. All new EU countries and candidates have signed, ratified,
and entered into force the convention, with the exception of Latvia
and Turkey. Six EU member states have not ratified the framework:
Belgium, Finland, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Portu-
gal (Goldston and Guglielmo 2001).

In Central and Eastern Europe, some have complained of a gap
between this broad political agreement and effective action, including
legal enforcement by the European Court of Human Rights."" Exist-
ing domestic institutions addressing minority issues also may lack the
resources, or the mandate, to coordinate and enforce policy imple-
mentation (OSI 2001). Still, minority rights as a distinct approach to
Roma issues has been gaining ground in Central and Eastern Europe
(Pogany 1999).

Tensions among Policy Approaches

Current policy toward Roma in Europe is shaped by the tensions
among various policy approaches, as well as the legacies of past poli-
cies. Legacies of exclusion, for instance, live on and conflict with
newer policies of integration—as seen in disputes about banning
Roma from public establishments or about ways to reduce skinhead
violence. Roma communities are also divided between those who
advocate more integration with majority societies in Europe and tra-
ditionalists who want to maintain a distinct identity. Such divisions
may be reflected in debates over whether to emphasize teaching Roma
language and culture in schools, in an effort to preserve and promote
Roma culture, or to emphasize early education programs that train
Roma students in the majority language and culture.
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The Roma leaders Nicholae Gheorghe and Andrej Mirga hold that
there is no fundamental contradiction

between integration and maintaining a Romani identity. It is
rather a question of a conscious attempt to modernize the
Romani identity without necessarily implying its abandonment.
Thus, integration or even partial assimilation, which would lead
to an undifferentiated incorporation of the Roma into main-
stream society, can be regarded as a worthy ideology by Romani
elites. The fear of losing their identity, strongly endorsed by the
traditionalists, should be overcome by a serious reassertion and
redefinition of the Romani identity (PER 1997a).

However, a movement to create a modern Roma identity more
compatible with modern economic development and integration into
European societies would have to come from the Roma community
itself. And one unique aspect of Roma culture in Europe is that such
a movement has not taken hold.

A combination of long-standing resistance to integration and a
lack of nation-state identity or territorial claims make Roma a unique
minority in Europe. One possible parallel is with the Jewish minor-
ity in Europe before the Second World War. However, Jews in Europe
have been far more integrated into dominant societies and indeed
made territorial claims after the war to protect their interests.
Another parallel may be with African Americans and Native Amer-
icans in the United States, long-standing minorities with difficulties
integrating into dominant societies because of racial, ethnic, and cul-
tural differences and legacies of discrimination. Such minorities may
be the focus of a variety of different policy regimes over time, or
even at the same time, by different actors in the economy, society,
and politics.

Today in Europe, the dominant approaches towards Roma policy
are rights based. However, a lesson of the transition period is that
rights-based policies alone are not enough to improve Roma social
conditions. What is needed are economic and social development poli-
cies designed to expand Roma opportunities and address the roots of
Roma poverty and exclusion. Roma need not just formal rights but
real economic opportunities. Creating these opportunities goes
beyond the usual legal protections that rights-based approaches nor-
mally encompass. Only a few of the constraints faced by Roma can
be addressed through legislative measures. The final chapter of this
book proposes addressing Roma poverty through inclusive policies
that complement rights-based measures and tackling the economic
and social issues facing Roma.
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CONCLUSIONS

After a difficult transition to market economies and democratic polit-
ical regimes, the Central and Eastern European countries face serious
challenges in addressing poverty and social exclusion. Nowhere are
these problems more acute than for Roma. Transition has had a worse
impact on Roma than on other groups for a variety of interconnected
reasons: legacies of past policies, low skill levels and educational
attainment of Roma, a tendency toward cultural separation, a history
of poor relations with the mainstream societies and states of Europe,
poor policy responses, and a reduction in social spending caused in
large part by macroeconomic decline.

Addressing Roma poverty requires, first of all, understanding it.
Therefore, the following chapters will set the stage for a deeper pol-
icy discussion by asking, What distinguishes Roma poverty from that
of other groups in the region? Chapter 2 presents the results of sur-
veys that seek to answer this question, while country chapters on Slo-
vakia, Romania, and Hungary provide a more in-depth look at Roma
poverty in selected communities, using interviews with Roma. Coun-
try chapters also explore the question, How have the transition coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe addressed the Roma issue to date?
In particular, the Hungary chapter reviews a number of Roma pro-
grams and policies and the chapter on Spain provides an example of
how Western European countries have addressed Roma issues.
Finally, the book concludes with the lessons of this experience and
new strategies for the future.



Chapter 2
An Overview of Roma Poverty and Welfare



overty is a multidimensional phenomenon that goes well beyond

low income or lack of material consumption. According to the
World Bank’s 2000-2001 World Development Report Attacking Poverty,
poverty encompasses such things as the psychological pain of being
poor, a sense of vulnerability to external events, and powerlessness
toward the institutions of state and society (World Bank 2001a). The
Council of Europe (1995) has defined poverty as affecting those “per-
sons, families or groups of persons whose resources (material, cultural
and social) are limited to the extent that they exclude them from the
minimally accepted lifestyle of the countries where they live.”

In the case of Roma, poverty is particularly multifaceted. Many
Roma are deprived of the resources necessary for adequate living
conditions, as well as access to opportunities and channels for par-
ticipation. These problems are often interconnected. This chapter syn-
thesizes evidence to illustrate the interrelated challenges facing Roma
in social welfare, housing, education, and health status. This sets the
stage for further analysis of poverty and welfare in the following
country chapters on Slovakia and Romania, which look further at
geographic and social exclusion and the diversity of living conditions
among Roma communities.

The chapter begins with a discussion of some of the particular issues
that arise in analyzing data regarding Roma and identifies the caveats
that should be considered in interpreting the information. While the
gaps and limitations of the information base on Roma are real, this
does not invalidate the entire body of analysis. Throughout this book,
information from multiple sources and perspectives are presented to
assemble a comprehensive view of Roma welfare and living conditions.

MEASUREMENT CHALLENGES

Social welfare data in Central and Eastern Europe are often plagued
with problems due to weak and sometimes biased statistical systems
that were inherited from the socialist era and the use of definitions and
methodologies that are often outdated, inconsistent with international
standards, or not comparable across countries. These issues, however,
pale in comparison with the challenge of measuring Roma socioeco-
nomic conditions. Seemingly straightforward questions, such as how
many Roma live in a particular country, prove extremely challenging.

Different approaches among surveys frequently yield contrasting
results and impede data comparability. For example, some household
surveys ask respondents to identify their ethnicity, while others ask
the interviewer to indicate the respondent’s ethnicity or to determine
ethnicity by asking about the respondent’s native language. The latter
approach may underestimate the number of Roma, many of whom do

25



26 Roma in an Expanding Europe

not speak Roma dialects. Other obstacles exist in the analysis of
administrative data, such as education and labor market statistics.
Several countries have stopped collecting data by ethnicity because
of privacy legislation. Czechoslovakia stopped collecting data on stu-
dents by ethnicity in 1990, and Hungary followed suit in 1993 (ERRC
[European Roma Rights Center] 1999; Rad6 1997). Government offi-
cials are also frequently reluctant to inquire about ethnicity in surveys,
for fear of raising ethnic tensions.

More fundamental questions about ethnicity and identity compli-
cate the assessment of welfare. Some Roma do not consider them-
selves to be Roma or they may affiliate with a different ethnic group.
An ethnic Roma living in Hungary may feel more Hungarian than
Roma or vice versa. For the purpose of analysis in this book, Roma
are defined broadly to include both those who identify themselves as
Roma and those identified by others as Roma. This stems both from
the data sources used and from the policy focus of this analysis. After
all, if policies affect ethnic minorities, they will do so regardless of
how people identify themselves.

Another unique challenge of research on Roma is the legacy of
biased research. Early studies on Roma in the late nineteenth century
in Western Europe sought to confirm theories about genetic inferior-
ity (Fraser 1995). Recent works reviewed in the Czech and Slovak
Republics were found to have a social Darwinist slant (ECOHOST
[European Centre on Health of Societies in Transition] 2000). More
recent scholarship on Roma may suffer from political biases. Roma
leaders and activists have an interest in portraying the situation as
worse than it may actually be, while government reports may gloss
over failings to present a more favorable picture (Barany 2000).

A further caveat is warranted. The diversity of Roma impedes gener-
alizations at the regional and country level. In addition to notable ethnic
differences, there is significant diversity among Roma settlements—rural
and urban, assimilated and non-assimilated, homogenous and heteroge-
neous—as well as in religious affiliation. Some groups speak variations
of the Roma language, while others do not. For analytical purposes, this
study assumes some commonalities across countries and groups, but its
conclusions are necessarily tentative. The qualitative case studies pre-
sented in subsequent chapters illuminate some of these differences.

HOW IS POVERTY MEASURED?

Measuring poverty is an inherently subjective task fraught with
methodological complexities.'> There is no correct or scientific
method. Empirical analyses of poverty generally focus on measuring
income poverty and therefore provide only a partial picture. In this
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chapter, quantitative measures of poverty are complemented with
other data sources, for example on education and health status, to fill
in some of poverty’s non-income dimensions. The following chapters
use qualitative analysis to identify some non-measurable aspects of
welfare and exclusion.

Poverty is usually measured using a nationally representative
household survey that assesses the welfare of the population. Welfare
indicators, including poverty rates, are constructed by using either
consumption—measured by household expenditures on food and
non-food items—or household income. Consumption data are gener-
ally considered more reliable; there are substantial problems with
measuring income, including the difficulty of capturing in-kind income.
Individuals may also be reluctant to report income from informal activ-
ities for fear of having to pay taxes. The disincentives to reporting con-
sumption are less problematic, but methodological questions also
remain here, including what to include as consumption and the diffi-
culties that respondents have in recalling household expenditures.

Once the welfare measure is constructed, poverty rates are usually
defined as that share of the population living below a designated
poverty line. There are many possible poverty lines. The most com-
monly used lines for analysis are absolute lines, related to basic nutri-
tional and social needs, or relative poverty lines, which are related to
prevailing income levels, such as one-half or two-thirds of mean
income per capita (per person). Relative lines are useful for measur-
ing poverty at the country level and for international comparisons of
the characteristics of the most deprived individuals in a country.
Many international comparisons of poverty rates are based on rela-
tive lines."

In addition to these measures, the World Bank uses two absolute
poverty lines to compare poverty across countries: US$2.15 purchas-
ing power parity (PPP) per capita per day and US$4.30 PPP per capita
per day.'* The adjustment to PPP accounts for differences in price lev-
els across countries. These standard poverty lines allow comparisons
of real values between countries. This chapter uses quantitative,
income-based poverty definitions and shows how these connect with
other dimensions of social exclusion in housing, labor markets, edu-
cation, and health services.

AN ANALYSIS OF ROMA POVERTY IN THREE COUNTRIES

The following section looks at Roma poverty in three countries: Bulgaria,
Hungary, and Romania. Together, these three countries comprise a sig-
nificant share of the Roma population in the region. It relies on the
household survey mentioned in box 2.1; the Center for Comparative
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Box 2.1 WHO ARE THE RoMA?

Estimating the number of Roma in a country is both difficult and
controversial. Household surveys and census data rarely include ques-
tions on ethnicity beyond asking individuals to report their ethnicity. A
household survey conducted by a team of Yale University researchers
in 2000 experimented with different approaches when asking about
ethnicity. The results provide lessons for future survey design. The dataset
takes a multifaceted approach, including questions on self-identification
(asking the interviewee to report their ethnicity), interviewer identifica-
tion (asking the interviewer to identify the ethnicity of the interviewee),
language, parents’ language, appearance, and family name. This approach
allows for analysis based upon differing definitions of ethnicity.

The Roma population can be estimated in different ways using the
survey data (see table 2.1). After identification by the interviewer, self-
identification yields the largest populations. Very few individuals who
report being Roma were not identified by the interviewer as Roma—
there were two in the case of Bulgaria and none in Hungary or Roma-
nia. On the other hand, the interviewers identified many people as
Roma who did not identify themselves as Roma. In Romania, 61 percent
of those that the interviewer identified as Roma did not self-identify. The
corresponding shares for the other two countries are 38 percent in Hun-
gary and 24 percent in Bulgaria. It is difficult to know how to interpret
these results. It may be that Roma in Romania are more integrated and
feel more Romanian than Roma. Conversely, Roma in Romania could be
more afraid of identifying as Roma than Roma in the other countries.

It could also be that only certain groups of Roma self-identify as
Roma. The share of the population who self-identify as Roma is rela-
tively close to the share of the population who report speaking the
Roma language at home. For example, in Hungary, only the Wallach
Roma speak the Roma language. The other two main groups of Roma
in the country—the Beash and Rumungro Roma—generally speak
Romanian and Hungarian, respectively. This could mean that self-
identification is more likely to capture the Wallach, while other Roma
are less likely to consider themselves Roma. The data also suggest that
ethnic identity may be weakening over time. In Bulgaria and Hungary,
the share of respondents who identify their parents as Roma is higher
than the share who identify themselves as Roma.

Research in the Sociology Department of Yale University conducted the
survey in 2000." The survey was the first of its kind to address the
ethnic dimension of poverty across countries and allows for a com-
parative quantitative assessment of the living conditions of Roma in
the region. In each of the three countries, Roma were oversampled to
allow for a more statistically robust picture of their living conditions.
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TABLE 2.1 ROMA POPULATION S1zES BY TYPE OF IDENTIFICATION,

2000
(Percent of random sample)

Bulgaria Hungary Romania

Self-Identification 6.6 3.1 1.2
Language 6.2 1.7 1.6
Mother’s ethnicity 7.2 3.1 1.1
Father’s ethnicity 6.9 3.5 1.2
Spouse’s ethnicity 6.6 1.1 0.8
Interviewer

identification 8.7 5.0 3.1

Source: Yale dataset.

Annual household expenditures are used as the main measure of
household welfare. Because poverty measures are very sensitive to
household composition, the two sets of results were calculated based
on (i) per capita expenditure (obtained by dividing total household
expenditure by the number of household members); and (ii) per
equivalent adult expenditures (where expenditures are adjusted for
both the size and composition of the household). In general, this
adjustment for household size (per capita or equivalent adult) tends
to yield much larger differences in poverty risks between Roma and
non-Roma than using unadjusted (per capita) household expendi-
tures, because Roma households tend to be much larger.

Poverty rates for Roma in all three countries are strikingly high—
in all cases several times higher than among non-Roma.'® Table 2.2
summarizes the poverty rates for all three countries under the three

TABLE 2.2 POVERTY RATES AMONG RoMmaA AND NoN-Roma
HouseHOLDS, 2000

50 percent of median

Per equivalent $2.15 PPP $4.30 PPP
Country adult Per capita Per capita Per capita
Bulgaria
Roma 36.1 37.2 414 80.1
Non-Roma 3.8 3.4 41 36.8
Hungary
Roma 24.5 26.3 6.6 40.3
Non-Roma 4.5 3.6 0.5 6.9
Romania
Roma 39.5 43.1 37.6 68.8
Non-Roma 10.9 11.1 7.3 29.5

Sources: Yale dataset; Revenga et al. 2002.
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different poverty lines—a relative line amounting to half of median
per capita and per equivalent adult expenditures, and then the two
international poverty lines, $2.15 and $4.30 per person, per day,
adjusted for purchasing power parity.

The highest absolute poverty level among Roma households lies in
Bulgaria, followed closely by Romania. Even at the lower line, 41 per-
cent of all Roma households in Bulgaria and 38 percent in Romania
are found to be poor—a strikingly high proportion. At the higher line
of $4.30 PPP per capita, 80 percent of Roma households in Bulgaria
and almost 70 percent of those in Romania are poor. Poverty among
non-Roma households at the $4.30 line in both of these countries is
also high, but less than half the levels among Roma. Although
absolute poverty among Roma households is lower in Hungary, the
difference between the situation of Roma and non-Roma households
is equally stark. About 7 percent of Roma households in Hungary are
poor based on the $2.15 line, as compared to only 0.5 percent of non-
Roma households. At the higher $4.30 absolute poverty line—
arguably a more appropriate one for prosperous Hungary—as much
as 40 percent of Roma households are poor, compared to 6.9 percent
of non-Roma households.

There are also very large differences in poverty rates between Roma
and non-Roma when using the relative poverty line. On an equiva-
lent adult basis, Bulgaria and Hungary look fairly similar: relative
poverty among non-Roma households oscillates around 4 percent,
while among Roma households, it is close to 25 percent in Hungary
and about 37 percent in Bulgaria. In Romania, the differences between
relative poverty rates for Roma and non-Roma are equally large, but
poverty among the non-Roma is noticeably higher than in Bulgaria or
Hungary, indicating a more skewed distribution of expenditure for all
households.

As expected, poverty looks worse among Roma households when
using the per capita line, which basically reflects the fact that Roma
households have a large number of children. The per capita figures
treat every household member as having the same consumption
needs, whereas the figures based on per equivalent adult measures
assume children have lesser consumption needs.

CORRELATES OF POVERTY

Why are poverty rates so different between Roma and non-Roma
households? In large part, this is due to differences in the underlying
correlates of poverty, especially educational achievement, employ-
ment status, and household size. The main correlates of poverty for
Roma and non-Roma alike are the employment status of the head of
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TABLE 2.3 MAIN POVERTY CORRELATES, 2000
(Poverty rate, in percent)

Bulgaria Hungary Romania
Non- Non- Non-
Roma Roma Roma  Roma Roma  Roma
Education
No school 312 N/A 396 474 84.3 16.5
Primary 39.8 5.3 27.2 5.07 42.6 16.0
Secondary 31.3 2.9 6.2 1.47 31.8 7.5
Higher 0 0.8 0 0 0 0.6
Employment status of household head
Employed 20.5 3.3 15.3 2.5 15.6 8.5
Unemployed 48.5 91 345 151 453 261
Out of labor force 46.7 2.2 50.3 6.9 69.4 20.5
Retired /disabled 174 1.2 19.8 2.7 329 7.1
Number of children
Zero 25.2 25 14.2 2.8 27.3 7.3
One 34.7 6.1 23.3 3.7 38.8 13.5
Two 49.1 5.6 29.0 9.9 52.7 26.4
Three 59.2 15.8 420 11.2 73.4 50.3
Four 65.5 N/A 828 442 59.9 64.9
National Poverty Rate 37.2 3.4 26.3 3.6 43.1 11.1

Sources: Yale dataset; Revenga et al. 2002.
Note: The poverty line is equal to 50 percent of median of per capita expenditure.

the household, educational achievement of the household head, and
the number of children, although the nature of the relationship varies
significantly across countries and between Roma and non-Roma fam-
ilies (see table 2.3).

The poverty risk is highest among families where the household
head has little education or is unemployed, as well as among families
with three or more children. But the association between poverty and
these correlates appears stronger for non-Roma families than for
Roma. For example, among non-Roma families where the household
head has no education at all, the poverty rate is several times that of
families where the head has secondary education. Among Roma fam-
ilies, poverty tends to be relatively high irrespective of educational
attainment (with the possible exception of Hungary). Similar results
occur with respect to employment status: among non-Roma families,
the risk of poverty in households where the head is unemployed is
many times that of households where the head is employed, but
among Roma families headed by an employed person, the risk of
poverty remains high. Taken together, the evidence suggests a strong
association between Roma poverty and education, employment, and
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household size. However, for Roma, the probability of being poor is
higher than that for non-Roma, irrespective of educational achieve-
ment and employment status.

Although these poverty correlates—education, employment status,
and number of children—are associated with a high risk of poverty,
households with these characteristics do not necessarily constitute the
bulk of the poor. In fact, the composition of the poor largely reflects
the weight of each demographic group in the overall population.
Among non-Roma families, a sizeable fraction of the poor are the so-
called working poor—in other words, the head of household is
employed. Among Roma, the fraction of household heads who are
working is much lower, and their weight in the composition of the
poor is correspondingly lower. In the large majority of poor Roma
families, the head of the household is unemployed.

Similar differences exist by educational attainment. While among
non-Roma a sizeable fraction of poor heads of households has pri-
mary or secondary education, the majority of Roma household heads
have primary or less than primary education.

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS OF ROMA POVERTY

The previous discussion focused on a one-dimensional analysis of
poverty, examining how poverty rates differ across households
based on a single characteristic, such as education or employment
status. But many household characteristics are often correlated
among themselves. For example, where the head of a household has
a low education level, these households are more likely to be poor;
household heads with low education may also face a higher prob-
ability of being unemployed, and being unemployed is also corre-
lated with a higher probability of being poor. Does low education
increase the risk of poverty directly? Or does it increase poverty
through its impact on employment status? Or both? To answer these
questions, multivariate regression analysis is used to control for the
differential influences of diverse factors. The following highlights
these findings.

The results underscore the strong negative association between
Roma ethnicity and welfare, even when controlling for other charac-
teristics. In other words, if the other household characteristics are held
constant, per adult equivalent expenditure of Roma households is
between 20 and 40 percent lower in the three countries than that of
non-Roma households—a striking difference. Other household char-
acteristics also affect welfare. The number of children, for example, is
strongly negatively associated with per adult equivalent consumption
in all three countries. Employment is positively associated with wel-
fare in all cases, while unemployment shows a negative association
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(although not always a strongly significant one). The relationship
between education of the household head and household welfare is
positive, as expected, but there are noticeable differences in the
returns to education across countries. Returns to higher education—
in terms of higher household consumption—are high in all three coun-
tries, but highest in Romania.

Additional analysis looked at factors influencing welfare for Roma
only. There is no reason why returns to education or other charac-
teristics should be the same for both Roma and non-Roma. If Roma
families live in different areas, engage in different activities, or make
different decisions regarding household investment and consump-
tion, then the returns to household characteristics may be quite dif-
ferent, in terms of welfare.'” While beneficial in the short run, such
differential behaviors can reduce long-term prospects for escaping
poverty. For this reason, additional analysis was undertaken for the
Roma households only, including variables in the analysis that are of
little relevance to the majority population, but important to Roma
welfare.

Location is one factor shown elsewhere to influence behavioral
patterns. Residential differentiation or segregation can lower returns
to productive endowments for minority groups relative to the returns
on the same endowments for the overall population (van der Walle
and Gunewardena 2001; Nord 1998). For Roma, location’s effect is
probably best captured by the difference between those living in a
Roma settlement versus those living in a more integrated neighbor-
hood. Another factor that may be important is whether the individual
or the interviewer identifies himself or herself as Roma. Households
that self-identify as Roma are likely to be from less integrated and
more traditional Roma communities and hence may be poorer than
other Roma.®

The Roma-only analysis does yield some different results, sug-
gesting that using the same model for Roma and non-Roma samples
may be inappropriate. Most strikingly, adult equivalent expenditures
are lower for Roma households living in Roma-only settlements than
for those living in other locations, suggesting a connection between
living in a geographically segregated area and welfare. Additional
analysis found that much of the difference between the welfare of
Roma and non-Roma is due to differences in opportunities and char-
acteristics, such as education levels and employment status. But an
important component is structural, reflecting differences in the com-
munities. This likely reflects discrimination, exclusion, and cultural
factors. While the quantitative data cannot provide more insights into
these issues, the qualitative analysis presented in the following chap-
ters examines these unmeasurable dimensions of exclusion more
closely.
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HOUSING

The multivariate analysis highlighted a link between geographic loca-
tion and Roma poverty. This is closely related to housing conditions.
Because of the diversity of Roma communities and contrasting con-
ditions across countries, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the
characteristics of Roma settlements and housing. Many housing issues
are similar to those faced by non-Roma populations, particularly for
communities and households that have integrated into non-Roma
areas. But Roma confront unique problems. The housing policies of
successive empires, socialist regimes, and recent governments have
often led to regional and geographic isolation and segregation of
Roma neighborhoods. This has, in turn, limited access to public serv-
ices and raised questions about land and property ownership. Com-
pounded by discrimination from some surrounding communities and
municipal governments, conditions in many Roma settlements have
deteriorated significantly.

Many socialist initiatives to integrate Roma provided housing
along with employment. Current Roma neighborhoods in some areas
have their roots in these settlements, although it is unclear how many
(Macura and Petrovic 1999). Findings from a government housing sur-
vey in Hungary indicate that 60,000 Roma—approximately 13 percent
of Roma in the country—Ilive in settlement-type environments that are
isolated from the majority population (Puporka and Zadori 1999). This
was confirmed in another 1994 survey, which found that 14 percent
of Roma lived in settlements (Kémeny et al. 1994). This spatial segre-
gation results from such reasons as the historical location of Roma
neighborhoods, municipal planning, and housing preferences. Some
Roma communities have chosen to live separately; others that hoped
to move hit barriers of discrimination.

In the countries of southeastern Europe that were formerly part of
the Ottoman Empire, Roma neighborhoods, or mahalas, are common
in cities (see box 2.2). Towns under the Ottomans were organized into
administrative units based on the ethnicity and religion of the inhab-
itants. While these divisions—themselves known as mahalas, giving
rise to the name—have largely disappeared, Roma settlements based
on them still exist. In the countries of the former Yugoslavia, Roma
mahalas range from several hundred to several thousand inhabitants;
in Bulgaria, some are as large as 15,000-20,000. In some cases, Roma
mahalas were originally built on the outskirts of towns, but as urban-
ization has proceeded and the towns have grown, these settlements
may now lie close to the center of some cities.

Another common type of settlement that is rooted in the socialist
era is neighborhoods near state-owned enterprises, often in one-com-
pany towns. As part of their integration or assimilation campaigns,
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socialist governments provided housing for Roma along with employ-
ment. Rents were either free to employees or heavily subsidized. In
the transition period, as many state enterprises were closed or restruc-
tured and collective farms broken up, the inhabitants lost their jobs.
Many of these areas have become impoverished.

Roma in cities are highly segregated. Research in Hungary traced
the growth of these areas to the migration of Roma from the country-
side during the economic crisis at the end of the 1980s. Faced with
growing unemployment, many Roma moved to Budapest in search of
better opportunities. Over time, due to declining living conditions and
poor access to municipal services, conditions in these neighborhoods
severely deteriorated. Common side effects associated with slums
appeared, including drug addiction and rising crime (Ladanyi 1993).
While there has been no further research in this area since the transi-
tion, the continuing deterioration of living conditions and employment
opportunities has probably led to continued rural-urban migration.

The transition process has created problems with the legal status of
Roma housing, in part because property rights were often not clearly
defined under communism. Some Roma were evicted from state-
owned apartments when housing subsidies were withdrawn, properties

Box 2.2 SPATIAL SEGREGATION WITHIN ROMA
SETTLEMENTS

There are common patterns to the internal geography of some urban
mahala neighborhoods. The Nikola Kochev district in Sliven, Bulgaria,
provides a typical example. Approximately 4,000 to 6,000 Bulgarian
Roma live in Nikola Kochev, a settlement traced to the fifteenth century.
Most inhabitants are textile workers who are descendants of some of
the first workers in a textile industry that dates back to the mid-1800s.

The district’s organization reflects the class distinctions within Roma
society. The best-off members of the Roma community live in direct con-
tact with Bulgarians on the periphery of the settlement, a large share of
the adults are employed, and most of their children attend school reg-
ularly and continue on through secondary school. There is a large share
of elderly inhabitants in this part of the settlement, as many of the
young people have moved to apartments in more ethnically mixed parts
of town.

Poverty increases further into the settlement, in an area nicknamed
“the Jungle.” The inhabitants here are poorer, less educated, and less inte-
grated. Most are unemployed. Conditions in the Jungle are extremely
bleak, with houses often constructed from scavenged materials and lack-
ing water and electricity.

Source: Tomova 2000.
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privatized, or returned to prior owners. Many Roma now find them-
selves living illegally in dwellings, either because they had no choice
but to squat or because the property rights on their building were
transferred following the transition (OSCE 2000). In other cases, poor
Roma have intentionally become squatters. These developments have
seriously limited access to social services, as residency and ID papers
are frequently required for social assistance benefits, health care, and
education. In addition, many Roma communities have tapped into
public services illegally to channel water or electricity into their
settlements.

Housing options for Roma have also been limited by discrimina-
tion by municipal officials and landlords. In some cases, local
governments have attempted to reduce illegal tenancy by moving
settlements to the outskirts of towns.'? In other cases, municipal offi-
cials have overtly banned Roma—as was the case in 1997, when two
Slovak villages prohibited Roma from entering and settling. The
European Court of Human Rights challenged these bans, and they
were lifted. Other municipal governments have reportedly bought
land and apartments to ensure that Roma will not be able to settle
in them (OSCE 2000).

Questions about the legality of property ownership have arisen
with land as well. The post-communist process of land restitution has
had a varied impact on Roma. Because Roma were not traditionally
landowners, few were eligible to file claims. In some cases, Roma who
worked on collective farms were entitled to receive land after the
cooperatives dissolved.

Roma neighborhoods are frequently extremely overcrowded and
destitute. Some Roma slums have evocative nicknames; for example,
“Abyssinia” and “Cambodia” are extremely impoverished areas
within Bulgaria’s Roma ghettos. The household survey data show
that Roma living quarters are smaller than others, have larger house-
holds, and are consequently more crowded (see figure 2.1). Accord-
ing to the Yale dataset, Roma households are nearly twice the size of
non-Roma households. In Romania, based on a 1998 household sur-
vey, Roma dwellings were 20 percent smaller, on average, than those
for Romanians, although their household size was significantly
larger.?’

Lack of water, gas, electricity, and public services, such as waste col-
lection, bedevil many Roma neighborhoods. According to the Yale sur-
vey data, Roma are less likely to have access to water and sewage than
other groups. Access to utilities, including electricity, heating, and
water, is significantly lower for Roma households (see table 2.4). Only
9 percent of Roma houses in Bulgaria and 10 percent in Romania had
hot water. Access to bathroom facilities and indoor toilets is similarly
low. Few Roma households have telephones: only 12 percent in Bulgaria,
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FIGURE 2.1 HOUSEHOLD SI1ZE IN BULGARIA, HUNGARY, AND
RomMAN14, 2000
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Sources: Yale dataset; Revenga et al. 2002.

41 percent in Hungary, and 26 percent in Romania (in contrast with
between 58 and 81 percent for non-Roma households). Over half of
Roma households in Bulgaria reported wet walls and leaky roofs, sig-
nificantly more than in the other countries.”'

Cultural preferences of Roma communities also affect conditions
within Roma settlements, although it is difficult to generalize. Non-
Roma across countries sometimes complain that Roma do not take care
of their surroundings and that they destroy property and public

TaBLE 2.4 HousING CHARACTERISTICS BY ETHNICITY, 2000
(Percent of households)

Bulgaria Hungary Romania
Non- Non- Non-

Households with: Roma  Roma  Roma Roma  Roma Roma
Electricity 99.6 94.5 99.0 98.1 99.1 94.5
Central or gas heating ~ 16.1 4.1 78.6 35.3 51.2 25.6
Cold running water 96.8 67.6 92.0 65.3 67.4 41.4
Hot running water 39.1 94 83.2 45.1 35.3 10.7
Sewer or cesspool 90.3 52.3 58.3 33.4 53.6 30.0
Telephone 80.6 12.1 76.0 414 58.2 26.4
Bathroom /shower 82.5 23.5 88.8 50.2 54.3 18.9
Indoor toilet 65.2 15.0 86.4 49.9 52.6 18.3
Wet walls 20.6 50.4 16.6 40.1 21.0 449
Leaky roofs 19.2 54.2 9.6 33.0 14.8 40.2
Earthen floor used for

sleeping 7.4 36.7 5.8 13.2 19.3 39.0

Source: Yale dataset; Revenga et al. 2002.
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spaces. Some of these perceptions may stem from cultural differences.
For example, some Roma groups have taboos against adjoining kitchen
and toilet facilities. As public housing initiatives did not incorporate
the views and culture of Roma into their design, inhabitants have had
little interest in the maintenance and upkeep of the buildings. Above
all, poverty makes it difficult for households to maintain their housing
conditions. In effect, some of these complaints reflect a dual prejudice:
exclusion leads to Roma poverty and then fellow citizens castigate
Roma for living in squalid conditions—as if anyone chooses to be poor.

LABOR MARKET STATUS

Following the post-socialism transition, perhaps the most dramatic
changes for Roma took place in the labor market. In Central and
Eastern Europe, employment levels fell significantly during the
transition’s early years, as restructuring began and subsidies for
large state-owned enterprises were slashed.”” Because of their low
skill levels, as well as discrimination in the labor market, Roma
were frequently among the first to be laid off; this has directly influ-
enced Roma welfare. Roma have limited opportunities to reenter
the workforce, so unemployment rates, and particularly long-term
unemployment, for Roma are often exceptionally high. Reports of
unemployment rates of up to 100 percent in Roma settlements are
not uncommon (see box 2.3).

Roma have historically had connections to traditional occupations.
Indeed, many of the names of Roma subgroups derive from associa-
tions with particular crafts dating back to the Middle Ages. But few
of these connections still exist. Roma were traditionally not landown-
ers and had scant involvement in agriculture. In the early twentieth
century, many of the traditional occupations declined with industri-
alization. Crafts such as metal and woodworking faced competition
from manufactured goods, and Roma began to shift into other areas
of economic activity.

With socialism, Roma were compelled to move from self-employ-
ment and informal sector activity into full-time public sector jobs. Full
employment and job security were defining characteristics of the
socialist regimes. Employment was encouraged through guaranteed
jobs, low wages, and a wide range of associated benefits and services,
including housing subsidies, childcare, and health services. Unem-
ployment was considered illegal in some countries, and sanctions
could be imposed for part-time work, self-employment, or not work-
ing. For example, the right and obligation to work was enshrined in
the Czechoslovak Constitution (Ministry of Labor 1997). In 1970, the
Romanian government decreed that “social parasitism” and other
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“deviant behaviors” were punishable with prison and forced labor
(Rughinis 2000).

In this context, Roma employment was actively promoted through
recruitment and assimilation campaigns. Along with the rest of the
population, Roma were brought to work through the industrialization
process and collectivization of agriculture. Because of their low edu-
cation levels, Roma were most frequently employed in low-skilled
manufacturing industries. During the socialist period, Roma employ-
ment rates in some countries did not differ greatly from those of non-
Roma. In the Slovak Republic in the 1980s, for example, 70 percent of
working-age Roma were employed (Ministry of Labor 1997).*> A sur-
vey of Roma in Hungary in 1971 found that employment levels of
working-age Roma men were slightly higher than those of non-Roma,
with employment rates of 88 and 85 percent, respectively (Kertesi
1994).

Box 2.3 MEASURING UNEMPLOYMENT

Reports of exceptionally high unemployment rates for Roma settle-
ments—between 70 and 100 percent—are common, but difficult to
fathom, particularly in countries with active informal sectors. In these
cases, it is important to note how unemployment is measured and
defined.

In general, there are two main instruments to measure unemploy—
ment. First are registration statistics based on the administrative records
of the labor offices. But registration data capture only those individuals
who report to labor offices and do not reflect any kind of informal labor
market activity. These data may significantly underestimate the long-
term unemployed. Many countries limit the duration of their unem-
ployment benefits, and once these have expired, people have no incen-
tive to report to the labor offices. Registration data also generally do not
capture ethnicity.

Labor force and household surveys are the second important source
for measuring unemployment. These surveys ask about economic activ-
ity in general and can reflect both informal and formal employment.
However, as discussed in chapter 1 of this report, survey data are lim-
ited in their ability to differentiate by ethnicity.

Data included in this report are mainly from household surveys and
other targeted surveys of the Roma population. Unless otherwise indi-
cated, employment includes the share of the working-age population
(defined differently depending on the country and source) that has
worked for in-cash or in-kind payment during a set period (either the
previous week or month). In this case, informal employment is
included. In contrast, unemployment refers to the share of the working-
age population that has not worked for payment.
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DEVELOPMENTS IN TRANSITION

Large-scale restructuring in the early years of the transition period
had an immediate impact on the labor market status of Roma. By
1993, Roma employment levels in Hungary had fallen to 26 percent
of the labor force and 63 percent for the population at large (Kémeny
et al. 1994). These trends have worsened during the transition period,
as Roma have found it difficult to reenter the labor force, and the gap
in unemployment between Roma and non-Roma has widened. In the
Czech Republic, government estimates for 1999 suggested that 70 per-
cent of the Roma were unemployed, in contrast with 10 percent of the
total population (OSCE 2000).

Because Roma were among the first laid off in the early 1990s, the
duration of their unemployment has been exceptionally high (see fig-
ure 2.2). The gap is particularly bad in Bulgaria, where the duration
of unemployment lasted 27 months on average, but soared to 51
months for Roma. Long-term unemployment has been consistently
high in Bulgaria during the transition period, indicating the persist-
ence of a stagnant pool of long-term unemployed who are unable to
reenter the labor market. Among them is a sizeable fraction of Roma.
On the other hand, in Romania, the difference in the duration of
unemployment for Roma and non-Roma is not significant.

High unemployment rates among Roma only tell part of the
labor market story. Informal sector activity is also an important
source of income. The types of activities vary widely, from lucrative
trade and work in neighboring countries to more marginal subsis-
tence occupations ranging from seasonal farming to gathering herbs
and recycling used materials. Some Roma may prefer more flexible
and entrepreneurial informal sector activities and self-employment

FIGURE 2.2 UNEMPLOYMENT DURATION, 2000
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to wage labor. This phenomenon is described further in the follow-
ing country chapters.

Popular stereotypes characterize Roma as lazy. However, survey
data indicate that Roma actively seek employment. In Bulgaria in
1997, 46 percent of unemployed Roma reported that they were look-
ing for a job, compared to 19 percent of the total unemployed
population. In Romania, 35 percent of unemployed Roma had
looked for employment during the previous week, in comparison
with 15 percent of the total population. Similar results were found
for Hungary (Kertesi 1994). However, more information on Roma
values and attitudes toward work is required to understand the data
fully. For example, as Roma are more frequently engaged in short-
term informal sector activities and may have more than one job, they
may inevitably spend more time looking for work.

EDUCATION STATUS

Across Europe, the education status of Roma has historically been low.
While significant gains were made in enrolling Roma children in
school during the socialist era, the gap in the educational attainment
of Roma and the rest of the population was not bridged in any of the
countries for which data are available. The evidence suggests that
access has eroded during the transition period, and Roma children of
basic school age are increasingly not starting or finishing school. These
trends are consistent with national developments in enrollments,
although data suggest that the decline in access for Roma has been
deeper than for the rest of the population.

Gaps in access to education for Roma are not new. Not until the
socialist regimes came to power in Central and Eastern Europe fol-
lowing World War II were large numbers of Roma compelled to par-
ticipate in public education. Education was a key element of socialist
assimilation campaigns. It was viewed as an instrument of political
and economic socialization that would facilitate the inclusion of Roma
into full employment and society. Despite the achievements in reduc-
ing literacy and increasing school participation, the efforts undertaken
during the socialist era laid the foundation for inequities in education
quality, as many Roma were channeled into separate or segregated
schools outside the mainstream system.

Education in the Transition Period
Gaps in education persist in the transition period and are most evi-

dent in an analysis of the educational levels of the population. Com-
parable surveys conducted in Hungary in 1971 and 1993 illustrate the
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trends. In 1971, about 26 percent of Hungarian Roma aged 20-29 had
finished 8 years of primary school. This had increased to more than
77 percent by 1993 (Kémeny et al. 1994). Despite these achievements,
the educational attainment of Roma lagged significantly behind the
non-Roma population, with Roma much less likely to continue on to
secondary and post-secondary education.

The Yale dataset also illustrates lower educational attainment for
Roma. Most Roma have primary education or less, while most non-
Roma in the three countries have some secondary, post-secondary, or
university education (see table 2.5). Bulgaria provides the most dra-
matic example; 89 percent of Roma had primary education or less,
while only 10 percent had some secondary education. Less than 1 per-
cent of Roma in all countries continued past secondary school. In con-
trast, 33 percent of non-Roma had primary education or less, while 54
percent of the population continued on to secondary school and 14 per-
cent to tertiary school. Results are similar for Hungary and Romania.

It is not surprising that education levels vary notably within coun-
tries, between urban and rural areas, and across different types of Roma
communities. In Hungary, for example, the 1993 survey mentioned

TABLE 2.5 EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY ETHNICITY, 2000

Bulgaria Hungary Romania
Non- Non- Non-
Roma  Roma Roma Roma  Roma Roma
Primary or below 32.7 89.6 35.0 76.4 33.1 66.5
No education 1.3 15.0 0.3 4.3 1.9 134
Incomplete primary 94 39.6 10.7 22.1 15.0 27.0
Complete primary 22.0 35.0 24 49.9 16.2 25.2
Some secondary 53.8 9.6 53.0 23.4 56.3 324
Completed primary and
apprenticeship 22 1.8 25.5 19.0 18.9 13.1
Incomplete general
secondary 23 1.6 6.1 1.5 6.6 9.0
Completed general
secondary 194 3.0 17.5 2.7 23.9 8.9
Secondary and
vocational 29.8 3.2 3.8 0.2 6.9 1.3

Higher education

(complete and incomplete)

Including post-secondary
and university 13.5 0.5 12.0 0.2 10.4 0.3
No answer 0 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.8

Sources: Yale dataset; Revenga et al. 2002.
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above found that the share of Roma who had not completed primary
education was 16 percent in Budapest, 24 percent in towns, and 27 per-
cent in villages, reflecting different constraints to access (Puporka and
Zadori 1999).

Differences between types of Roma are also important. For exam-
ple, the same survey found that the share of Roma with less than
basic education was 23 percent for the Romungro Roma (whose
native language is Hungarian), 42 percent for the Bayash (native lan-
guage is Romanian), and 48 percent for the Wallach Roma (native
language is Roma) (Puporka and Zadori 1999). Similar findings were
noted in Bulgaria.

Enrollments and Attendance

Disparities in enrollments between Roma and non-Roma suggest that
the gaps in educational attainment will persist into the next genera-
tion. In Bulgaria and Romania, the Yale data show a significant differ-
ence in enrollment levels for children of basic school age. In Bulgaria,
Roma enrollment rates were 33 percent lower, while in Romania, the
difference is 20 percent (see figure 2.3). In Hungary, the gap in enroll-
ments was not significant, at less than 2 percentage points.
Enrollment rates tell only part of the story. In some cases, students
may enroll at the beginning of the year but will not actually attend
school. Qualitative studies show this often happens in poor Roma
communities where the costs of education for families are high (see
box 2.4). It is also important to note that enrollment rates calculated
from the Yale survey data indicate only whether children are enrolled

FIGURE 2.3 ENROLLMENTS IN EDUCATION, 2000
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Box 2.4 ScHoorL Drorouts: THE CASE OF THE MISSING
CHILDREN

National administrative data in Bulgaria paint a rosy picture of access
to education. Gross enrollment rates are nearly universal, and very few
children are identified as being out of school. But a qualitative survey
found that the reality is much more grim. In fact many children fall
through the cracks, never attend school, and do not show up in the offi-
cial administrative data. These children are frequently those from the
poorest households. In the Nadezhda district, a Roma neighborhood in
Sliven, the researchers found 273 children who had never been to school.
Why is this the case? The study identified several reasons:

m There are no records of children from households that lack resi-
dence requirements. This is a serious issue for poor households,
particularly Roma families who live in unregistered settlements
or in properties with illegal status.

m  Monitoring of children has weakened. Children are no longer
required to enroll in the school in the district in which they live.
There is no coordination between district schools to ensure that
all children are enrolled and no system to monitor whether chil-
dren who have left one school enroll in another.

m There are no mechanisms for following up on children who have
been expelled to find out what happens to them and whether they
reenroll in school. Similarly, there is no follow up for children who
leave school voluntarily and are not officially considered dropouts.

m School and local officials face incentives not to report dropouts to
maintain class sizes to avoid school closure.

Source: Kabachieva and Iliev 2002.

in school, not whether they are enrolled in the appropriate level. In
contrast with conventional enrollment rates, the rates presented above
indicate whether children between 6 and 14 were enrolled at all,
which may be misleading, as many children are repeating grades.
Pre-primary attendance may have been most damaged during the
transition period. In general, preschool and kindergarten enrollment
rates have fallen across the region, as school subsidies connected to state
enterprises were withdrawn and fees were introduced (UNICEF 1998).
Growing costs have discouraged parents from sending children to
school. In the Slovak Republic in 1990, 80 percent of Roma children aged
3-6 attended preschool. This dropped by 60 percent in the 1991 school
year, and by 1997, less than 20 percent of Roma children were thought
to attend (Ministry of Labor 1997). In Hungary, where preschool is com-
pulsory for all children at age 5, 11 percent of Roma did not attend
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school in 1997 (Rad¢é 1997). This is a serious development; children who
do not start preschool are less likely to attend primary school and may
have more difficulty remaining in school. For Roma children, these
issues are compounded by the fact that many do not speak the national
language at home and thus begin primary school at a disadvantage.
As illustrated in the breakdown of the educational status of the
population, the gulf between education levels is wider for Roma than
non-Roma, indicating the challenges of moving from one education
level to the next. Limited evidence suggests that dropout rates have
risen during the transition period—disproportionately so for Roma
children (UNICEF 1998). Informal estimates for Bulgaria suggest that
45,000 students drop out of school each year, most of them Roma.

Education Quality

Access to education is also directly affected by the quality of school-
ing, as students may be deterred from attending school if the quality
is low. Uneven quality of education also affects equity of education.
There is evidence that the quality of education for Roma students is
lower than for the rest of the population. The following section dis-
cusses aspects of education systems in the region that influence qual-
ity, including the prevalence of “special schools,” the segregation of
Roma students within the mainstream system, and inadequate teacher
training and curricula.

One of the most damaging legacies of the socialist era is the ten-
dency to channel children into special schools for the mentally and
physically handicapped. This policy had its roots in the socialist
legacy of “defectology,” which assumed that differences among stu-
dents were due to disability rather than environmental conditions,
and as a result, should be addressed as medical problems in institu-
tions separated from the rest of society (Ainscow and Memmenasha
1998). The legacy has been the persistence of a parallel system of
schools that provide lower quality education and fewer opportunities
in post-basic education and the labor market than mainstream schools.

There is widespread evidence of this practice. Data for the Czech
Republic are striking (see box 2.5). Estimates for 1997 indicate that 64
percent of Roma children in primary school are in special schools, in
comparison with 4 percent for the total population. In other words,
Roma are 15 times more likely to end up in special schools than the
national average (ERRC 1999). Similarly, in Hungary Roma constitute
about half the number of students enrolled in special schools (Radé
1997; 2001).

Regardless of the quality of teaching in special schools, students
enrolled in these institutions are at a disadvantage. The curriculum is
less rigorous, and expectations are lower. A detailed report on the
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Czech schools notes that students in special schools receive fewer
Czech language lessons per week and are not expected to read for
comprehension until fourth grade, while the expectation for students
in mainstream schools is first grade (ERRC 1999).

Opportunities for graduates of special schools are also limited.
Even if children are able to overcome low expectations, they are not
allowed equal access to school-leaving exams. In the Czech Republic,
graduates from special schools are only allowed to enter technical sec-
ondary schools, which offer limited training in narrowly defined
fields. Students are then dually challenged on the labor market, as
employers look unfavorably upon graduates of special schools, and
technical training fails to adequately prepare young people for the
labor market.

There is growing recognition that the existence of special schools
adversely affects the integration and educational development of
Roma children. However, the obstacles to change are notable. Not only
does resistance to integration come from non-Roma parents and edu-
cation officials who fear that increasing the share of Roma children in
a classroom will lower the quality of education for non-Roma students,
but opposition comes from Roma parents as well. Special schools can
be attractive to poor Roma families for economic reasons, in that school
meals and—for residential institutions, housing—are provided. Some
parents also view special schools as safe havens that are free from the
discrimination that is more pervasive in mainstream schools.

Even where Roma children are kept within the mainstream school
system, they are often segregated into separate classes, or schools.
This is frequently related to geography if Roma families live together
in a neighborhood. However, there is also evidence of further sepa-
ration of Roma. In Bulgaria, “Roma schools” are schools in which
the share of Roma is over 50 percent. The overrepresentation of
Roma in these schools is due to geographic concentration, and
attempts by some municipal and education officials to place Roma
students together into separate schools.

A recent survey that the Open Society Institute in Sofia conducted
found more than 60 elementary, 350 primary, and 9 secondary schools
in Bulgaria, where Roma comprised between 50 and 100 percent of
the student body. In general, quality and conditions in Roma schools
are poorer than in mainstream schools, infrastructure has deteriorated,
and materials are lacking (Denkov et al. 2001). There are also serious
problems with attendance in Roma schools. Teachers from Haskovo
noted that some Roma students had not attended class for an entire
year. Similarly, fieldwork in Romania found situations where non-
Roma parents would request that their children be taught in classes
without Roma students, and teachers would divide up classes to keep
Roma separate (World Bank 2000d).
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Box 2.5 ENTRANCE TO REMEDIAL SPECIAL SCHOOLS
IN THE CzECH REPUBLIC

Roma children end up in special schools for many reasons. A study in
the Czech Republic found that because of discrimination and the highly
discretionary nature of the process, many more Roma children end up
in special schools than the regulations should allow.

Children can be enrolled directly into special schools or transferred
from a mainstream basic school. By law, placement is based upon the
recommendation of the school director in consultation with the parent
and an educational psychologist. In some cases parental consent is not
obtained or is abused. Parents may not realize that they are authoriz-
ing their children to be shifted into a special school.

“My daughter is in the second year of basic school. She is doing
alright. One day in November 1997 her teacher came to see me saying,
‘We want to move her to another class which will be better for her.” He
gave me a piece of paper to sign. I should have read it but it was long
and I didn’t think a teacher would try to cheat us, so I just signed it. . . .
The next day I got a letter saying that my daughter had been moved to
a remedial special school,” a Roma parent in Prague stated.

Educational psychologists play a pivotal role in determining whether
children will be sent to special schools, as they recommend students for
examination and administer the exams. These procedures were found
to be highly discretionary. In some cases children were even transferred
without the required psychological exam. The tests themselves are prob-
lematic because psychologists may use a number of different instru-
ments, many of which are culturally biased.

Because of the widespread abuses that have been documented, par-
ents of 18 Roma children from the Czech town of Ostrava initiated legal
proceedings against the government in 1998. The Czech Constitutional
Court ruled in favor of the government. An appeals process opened in
April 2000 in front of the European Court of Human Rights in Stras-
bourg.

Source: ERRC 1999.

Discrimination against Roma by non-Roma parents, children, and
teachers contributes to low attendance and can both discourage
children from attending school and affect the quality of education in
the classroom. Stereotypes about Roma and their attitudes toward
education lower teachers’ expectations about the potential of their stu-
dents. Discrimination can be both explicit—as in the case of schools
creating separate classes—or more subtle if parents discourage their
children from interacting with Roma classmates. A Czech system
study documented cases where education staff had abused Roma chil-
dren. One parent from Prague noted, “The teachers who teach Gypsy
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children are fine, but the others are terrible. They chase our children
out of the dining room and insult them” (ERRC 1999).

HEALTH STATUS

Data on the health status of Roma is scarce and fragmented. How-
ever, the information that does exist paints a bleak picture, pointing
to significant gaps in health status between Roma and non-Roma
populations. Because of the absence of data, it is difficult to discuss
health trends during the transition period. On aggregate, Roma are
estimated to live about 10 years less than the majority populations in
Central and Eastern Europe (Braham 1993). Because of substandard
living conditions, Roma communities are particularly susceptible to
communicable diseases, including hepatitis and tuberculosis. Very lit-
tle is known about the incidence of non-communicable diseases
among Roma. There are increasing indications that Roma have a
higher incidence of health problems associated with unhealthy life
styles, including drug and alcohol addiction and HIV/AIDS.

Life expectancy and mortality data for Roma indicate significantly
worse health conditions than for the rest of the population. Estimates
derived from Czechoslovak census data for the 1990s found that life
expectancy for the total population was 67 years for men and 74 for
women, while for Roma, the figures were 55 and 60, respectively
(ECOHOST 2000). In Hungary the life expectancy gap is estimated at
10 to 15 years. A study conducted in Pest County documented that
Roma men lived 13 years less and Roma women 12 years less than
non-Roma inhabitants. Estimates of infant mortality rates show a
similar gulf. In the Czech and Slovak Republics infant mortality for
Roma was double that of non-Roma. However, in Hungary, infant
mortality for Roma has declined faster than that of the total popula-
tion, and the gap between Roma and non-Roma has narrowed. While
infant mortality was 38 per 1,000 births for the total population and
nearly 118 for Roma in 1970, this decreased to 17 for the whole pop-
ulation and 21 for Roma by 1990 (Puporka and Zadori 1999).

Demographic Trends

Roma have historically had significantly higher population growth
than other groups. This has been and continues to be a sensitive polit-
ical issue because across the region the size of the Roma population
is growing much faster than the non-Roma population. In 1958, the
Czechoslovak government issued a decree stating that Roma were not
of a distinct ethnicity, but rather were a people “maintaining a
markedly different demographic structure” (Fraser 1995). Roma
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women marry at a younger age and begin having children earlier than
other groups. This has serious consequences for women’s reproduc-
tive health. The precise roots of high fertility for Roma are unknown,
but likely result from socioeconomic factors, including poverty, low
education levels, and cultural preferences.

Because of higher birthrates, the Roma community is significantly
younger than other groups. Data from two representative surveys of
Roma conducted in Hungary illustrate this phenomenon (Puporka
and Zadori 1999).** In 1993, 39 percent of the Roma population was
under 14 years old, while only 19 percent of the total population fell
into this age group. In contrast, 19 percent of the total population was
over 60, while only 5 percent of Roma fell into this category. Birth
rates for Roma are much higher than those of other groups. Age pyr-
amids from the 1991 Czechoslovak census illustrate a similar phe-
nomenon (see figure 2.4). There is mixed evidence on demographic
trends for Roma during the transition period. While overall fertility
has declined significantly in Central and Eastern Europe, it is not clear
whether this also holds true for Roma. Fertility has dropped in some
Hungarian Roma communities (Puporka and Zadori 1999), while a
study in Bulgaria found that birth rates were increasing among the
poorer subgroups of Roma (Tomova 2000). Regardless of these con-
trasting messages, the available data suggest that Roma families
remain larger than those of other ethnic groups.

FIGURE 2.4 AGE STRUCTURE OF ROMA AND THE TOTAL
PoruLATION IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC, 1991
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Source: Census data from ECOHOST 2000.
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Reproductive Health

High infant mortality and perinatal death rates for Roma are linked
to women’s reproductive health. Due to inadequate access to care,
unhealthy lifestyles, including poor living conditions and nutrition, as
well as high birth and abortion rates, Roma women are at a higher
risk of complications during pregnancy than non-Roma women. A
study conducted in Szablocs-Szatmar County in Hungary in the 1980s
found that Roma women were twice as likely to have difficulties dur-
ing pregnancy, as well as premature births and low-birth-weight
babies, than non-Roma women (Puporka and Zadori 1999). Similarly,
a study conducted in a district in the Slovak Republic from 1995 to
1997 found low birth weights for Roma to be more than double that
of non-Roma (ECOHOST 2000).

Maternal health is a serious issue. Because of low awareness levels
about health issues and impoverishment among many communities,
Roma women face other health challenges that are also common in
the general population, including inadequate nutrition and high lev-
els of smoking during pregnancy (OSCE 2000). The Hungarian sur-
vey mentioned above found that 63 percent of pregnant women were
smokers (Puporka and Zadori 1999).

Contraceptive awareness varies across Roma communities. The
qualitative study for Romania found that better-off Roma women
were more likely to use contraception (Rughinis 2000). Another study
in Romania by Médecins Sans Frontieres indicated that many Roma
women preferred intrauterine devices because they gave them more
independence (OSCE 2000). As is the case throughout the former
socialist countries, abortion is much more common than in the West
and is used as a contraceptive method. In 1997, abortion rates ranged
from 63 abortions per 100 live births in the Czech Republic, to 135 in
Bulgaria and 147 in Romania (UNICEF 1999). Small-scale studies in
the Slovak Republic and Bulgaria suggest that abortion rates are
higher for Roma than non-Roma women (ECOHOST 2000; Tomova
1998).

Communicable Diseases

Poor living conditions, such as overcrowding and lack of adequate
sanitation facilities, make Roma communities more susceptible to
infectious diseases than other groups. Reports of epidemics of hepa-
titis, tuberculosis, and parasitic diseases were common during and
after the socialist period. Skin diseases, such as eczema, are also com-
mon. The last reported cases of poliomyelitis in Bulgaria, FYR Mace-
donia, and Romania were all in Roma communities (OSCE 2000). In
Bulgaria in 1992, 90 Roma children in the regions of Sliven and Sotirya
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caught poliomyelitis. There were no cases among ethnic Bulgarians. In
1993, a diphtheria outbreak occurred in the same areas (Tomova 2000).

In the 1990s, a number of hepatitis outbreaks were documented in
Roma settlements in the Czech Republic and Hungary. In 1990, an out-
break was recorded in Brno, in the Czech Republic, and in 1999, 40
children in a Roma settlement in central Moravia were hospitalized
with the disease (ECOHOST 2000). Hepatitis B, a more dangerous
form of hepatitis, has been found to have an even higher incidence in
Hungary among Roma. Among pregnant women routinely screened
for hepatitis B in Hungary, approximately half tested positive and the
majority were Roma (Puporka and Zadori 1999).

Tuberculosis is on the rise throughout the region. Hungary
recorded a 20 percent increase between 1990 and 1995. Tuberculosis
is associated with poor living conditions, putting some Roma com-
munities at higher risk. In the 1960s, a study in the western part of
the Slovak Republic found that the prevalence of tuberculosis among
Roma was higher than for the majority population (ECOHOST 2000).
However, there are no indications currently that incidence is higher
among Roma. Reports from physicians working in one of the main
tuberculosis hospitals in Hungary found that Roma women were
more susceptible to tuberculosis than men (Puporka and Zadori
1999).

Another worrying trend has been outbreaks of measles among
Roma in Hungary and the Slovak Republic that may have been due
to lapses in immunization coverage. Aggregate immunization rates
throughout the region are high, reaching nearly full coverage. How-
ever, immunization gaps in Roma communities have been docu-
mented. In the Bulgaria case studies, 11 percent of households
reported that their children had not been vaccinated, with the rate
nearly 20 percent in the poorest sites (Tomova 2000).

Congenital Disorders

Research on congenital disorders among Roma is sparse and fre-
quently problematic. A review of literature on health among Roma
in the Czech and the Slovak Republics noted that some research was
tainted by concepts of contagion and “social Darwinist” motivations.
The studies focused on identifying race-based inferiorities among
the Roma and had a greater concern for the health needs of the
majority populations than for the Roma (ECOHOST 2000). Never-
theless, the prevalence of genetic diseases among Roma is a valid
concern, particularly since some groups of Roma have remained rel-
atively isolated from the majority populations, and a high degree of
intermarriage has been documented in some communities, but the
extent is not known.”
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Non-communicable Diseases

Very little information is available on non-communicable diseases
among Roma. Across Central and Eastern Europe, mortality from
non-communicable diseases is high, particularly for conditions asso-
ciated with unhealthy lifestyles, such as poor nutrition, smoking, and
alcoholism (Staines 1999). Some Roma communities may be particu-
larly susceptible to these conditions because of lifestyles. Prevalence
of smoking, alcoholism, and poor diets are reported to be higher
among some Roma communities. Another study in Hungary found
that smoking was exceptionally high for Roma, and particularly
among Roma women. Another survey of students in a Roma school
in Hungary found that 85 percent of students between 15 and 22 had
tried cigarettes, and 45 percent smoked an average of a package of
cigarettes per day (Puporka and Zadori 1999).

Although 