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PREFACE

The  so  called  Roma  problem  is  one  of  the  most  serious  problems  of  the 
transitional Central and Eastern European democracies. The Roma minority is seen as 
the  victim  of  the  prejudices  and  discrimination  in  the  region,  being  the  most 
disadvantaged social group in all of these countries, and the looser of the transition. 

Although  there  was  a  strong  pressure  for  Roma assimilation  in  the  socialist 
regimes, the full employment of socialism provided jobs for Roma people, with a basic 
level of social security and social inclusion as well.

After the 1989/90 changes the Roma minority was the first loosing jobs, because 
of many reasons: they had lower educational level, lived in economically disadvantaged 
regions of the countries and they were discriminated because of the prejudice of the non-
Roma population. Social insecurity, growing powerty,  living on social aid, extremely 
high unemployment rate,  working exploited in the black economy,  discrimination in 
education,  housing  problems  are  the  consequences  in  every  country  in  the  region, 
making social integration of Roma difficult.

At  the  same  time  there  are  very  important  domestic  and  international  civil 
initiatives, as home building programs, Roma rights initiatives, employment programs, 
Roma community house programs, etc. in the different countries. Nobody has nowadays 
a general overview about all of them, or even about the best of them. That is why the 
project of Partners Hungary Foundation aimed to collect and publish these initiatives. 
Organizations  of  the  Partners’ network  in  the  different  countries  (Bulgaria,  Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Slovakia and Romania) worked together closely in cooperation with 
their partner organizations in order to prepare this publication. In this book you can read 
a short essay on the Roma situation in each of the countries, followed by case studies on 
successful Roma projects.

Budapest, December 2002

Janos Wagner

Director

Partners Hungary Foundation
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BULGARIA

THE SITUATION OF THE ROMA MINORITY IN BULGARIA

According to the last  census taken in 2001 in Bulgaria the content of the Bulgarian 
society varies. 

The numbers are:

• Defining as of Bulgarian origin – 7, 271, 185
• Defining as of Turkish origin – 800, 052
• Defining as of Roma origin – 365, 797

These are the three biggest ethnic groups in Bulgaria. 

According to the last census of 2001 there are 27 more ethnic defined groups, 
which  are:  Tartars,  Jews,  Armenians,  Albanians,  Anglo-Saxon,  Vietnamese,  Greeks, 
Hungarians,  Germans,  Slovenians,  Slovaks,  Kurds,  Polish,  Czechs,  Croats,  Bosnians, 
Karakachani, Gagauzi, Cherkezi and others.

Nevertheless  Bulgaria  has  a  magnificent  nature  that  totally  contrasts  the 
economy of the country. Bulgaria, as are other East and Central European countries, is a 
country  in  transition  that  undertakes  a  lot  of  unpopular  actions  concerning 
transformation from a planned economy to a  free market  economy.  That  provides a 
closing of inefficient industrial  factories that are not compatible with the market.   A 
consequence of this process is a high rate of unemployment. The latest data from The 
Labour Bureau December 2001 shows 18% unemployment. It should be taken in mind 
that the number present is a data that comprises only the people that are registered in the 
Labour Bureau. On the base of the statistics given by the Labour Bureau the registered 
people do not possess a high education or any qualifications. In the Bulgarian Labour 
Bureau  the  ethnic  origin  of  the  clients  is  not  recorded.  But  when  one  goes  to  that 
institution one can easily recognise the ethnicity of the clients. They are mostly of Roma 
origin. 

Roma  are  traditionally  the  most  marginalised  group  in  Bulgarian  society. 
According to the last census in 2001 there are about 365 797, but according to unofficial 
data the number is over 650 000. 

The  Roma  community  is  the  most  heterogeneous  minority  in  Bulgaria. 
According to the data of 1994 survey “Gypsies in the transition period” they divide into 
four  main  and 56 smaller  subgroups.   It  is  possible  that  the  number of  the smaller 
subgroups is even higher. The subgroups differ in religion (Muslims, Eastern Orthodox 
Christians, followers of various Protestant churches, Judeans), mother tongue (for the 
various  groups  include  different  Romany  dialects,  Turkish,  Bulgarian,  Wallachian 
dialects), traditional crafts, time of settlement and way of life.

Although to a lesser degree, compared to Western and Central Europe, the Roma 
in the Balkans have always been victims of discrimination and contempt on the part of 
the surrounding population. Along with the modernisation of the Bulgarian society and 
the  sharp  decrease  in  the  needs  for  the  services  provided  by  the  Roma,  negative 
stereotypes  towards them have increased.  Social  distances  between Roma and other, 
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ethnic groups are very high and are still growing. The scale of the marginalisation of the 
third largest ethnic group in Bulgaria is clearly defined.

There is a small percentage of wealthy Roma, about 1%. 
The majority of the Roma population lives in physically isolated communities at 

the outskirts of almost every Bulgarian City, town, and village. These living places are 
often referred to as ghettos. A considerable number of Roma live there. Roma homes are 
inhabited by 6.9 persons on average, as opposed to 2,6 persons in the average Bulgarian 
home. 

Roma are  among the  first  to  lose  their  jobs  when the  state  owned  factories 
closed.  As  a  consequence  a  great  number  of  Roma  people  were  left  without  any 
incomes. They came to rely on the Labour Bureau and social services in order to receive 
social allowances. 

Partners  Bulgarian  Foundation  did  research  in  three  big  regions  of  Bulgaria 
where there is a great concentration of Roma people. The cities are Vidin, Kustendil and 
Lom. These are cities placed in the west and northwest Bulgaria. Lom and Vidin are 
situated in the North west part of the country at the bank of river Danube. Lom borders 
Romania, Vidin borders both Romania and Serbia. Kjustendil borders Macedonia. Even 
though these cities are border regions and could provide a cross border trade the Roma 
people live in poverty.

In meetings with focus groups in order to define the present situation of Roma in 
the three cities the following problems appear. There is a small number of wealthy Roma 
and the majority lives in  poor conditions and is  highly dependent  on social  welfare 
payments. 

The Roma are among the first to lose their jobs when the state owned factories 
closed. The unemployed survives through occasional employment, collecting waste for 
recycling. There is a large-scale long-term unemployment spread amongst over 75 % of 
the able-bodied population of the group.

According to the data, unemployment among the Roma community is a lasting 
process that reaches levels of around 70-80 %. The only operative national program 
orientated towards them is the Temporary Employment Program which guarantees those 
of the unemployed Roma who registered up to one year ago the right to work in the 
sphere of services for a period of 5 months at the minimum wage.

The Roma people face educational problems as well: a weak Bulgarian language 
skill upon entering schools, and problems with including clothing and books. According 
to the official  statistic data in 1992, in the educational structure of the economically 
active population (18-60 years of age) only 0.9 % of Roma has education higher or 
college degree. 7.8 % have secondary, 46.2 % elementary, primary 36.7% and 8.5 % of 
Roma are  illiterate.   The  consequences  of  Roma children  not  attending  schools  are 
usually severe.

For example, the police statistics in Kjustendil show that more than 60 Roma 
children are street children. They attend neither first class nor higher school. According 
to the police quite often these children are objects of aggression. The level of juvenile 
delinquency  among  Roma  is  high.  Half  of  the  children  placed  in  the  local  social-
correctional schools and in the schools for mentally disabled children are Roma. 

The early marriages characterise the Roma community. Once married, the young 
do not continue their education at school. A significant amount of young single Roma 
mothers with large numbers of children live in poor housing conditions and support their 
families only through social allowances. Many premature births and early abortions lead 
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to  health  problems  among  young  Roma  women.  That  is  why the  mortality  rate  of 
women in fertile age 14- 40 is high.

The Roma who have preserved their traditional craft or can still practice it are 
very few- some 10 %. Only 8,5 % of Roma families own agricultural land, usually a 
small area around the house. In those situations, the number of Roma household totally 
dependent on social security is gradually increasing. Due to long-term unemployment or 
because of the fact that the young cannot find a permanent job at all, the vast majority of 
Roma is deprived of the possibility of receiving monthly unemployment benefit.

The major problems resulting from the economic situation concerning Roma community 
are:

• Discrimination even when not manifested openly, insufficient ethnic tolerance and 
mutual knowledge of both communities.

• Social problems, including health problems
• Unemployment
• Low education and early marriages

On the base of the shared data the main needs were found to be:

• Creation  of  more  long  term,  sustainable  job  opportunities  as  one  of  the  useful 
avenues to improve the life conditions of Roma

• Increasing educational opportunities for Roma including adult literacy programs
• Providing a social support program
• Building capacity and supporting schools,  local government,  media,  business and 

local NGO sector in their efforts

There is a government body that deals with minority issues, which is called The 
National  Council  on  Ethnic  and  Demographic  Issues.   This  body  works  with  all 
minorities and Bulgarians abroad. According to its goals it has to facilitate consultation, 
co-operation  and  co-ordination  between  government  bodies  and  non-governmental 
organisations with the aim to form and realise a national policy with regard to ethnic and 
demographic issues and migration. In addition the NCEDI co-ordinates with the state 
bodies and with non-governmental organisations concrete measures in the execution of 
accepted international obligations from the Republic of Bulgaria in the sphere of the 
rights of Bulgarian citizens belonging to minority groups and their integration in society. 
The  NCEDI  was  instrumental  in  mediating  between  the  government  and  the  Roma 
communities in adopting the Framework Program for Equal Participation of Roma in 
Bulgarian Society.

This program envisages the establishment of a governmental body to deal with 
ethnic discrimination with wide powers,  including imposing fines on individuals and 
juridical persons for discrimination on ethnic grounds. It also envisages desegregation of 
Roma  schools,  regulation  of  Roma  neighbourhoods  and  legalisation  of  houses,  the 
systematic introduction of Roma language in public schools and the establishment of a 
special governmental fund to support business-hiring minorities. No legislative or other 
measures have so far been taken to implement this program.
However, the points stated there were used for some pilot projects done by the NGO 
sector in Bulgaria. 
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BEST PRACTICES OF ROMA PROJECTS IN BULGARIA

ROMA SELF-HELP BUREAUS

In  1994  C.E.G.A.-  Creating  Effective  Grassroots  Alternatives,  together  with 
Roma  activists  in  Sofia,  started  a  search  for  a  new  development  approach  to 
emancipation  and  social  integration  of  Roma  communities.  It  resulted  in  the 
establishment  of  Roma or  Self-help  Bureaux  in  various  places  in  Bulgaria  –  Sofia 
(1994), Plovdiv (1995), Lom (1996) Sliven (1996), and Montana (1998). The specifics 
of  the  Bulgarian  case  were  that  all  the  Bureaux  were  initiated  by  local  Roma 
organisations working for emancipation and the improvement of the situation of the 
Roma community.

Over the years, the Roma-Lom Foundation and the Stolipinovo Self-help Bureau 
in Plovdiv grew as strong community organisations, linked in a strategic partnership 
network,  facilitated  by  C.E.G.A.,  with  other  citizen  organisations  (Nevo  Drom  – 
Kjustendil; Budeshte – Rakitovo; Alternativa – Biala Slatina). The organisations have 
been  working  together  for  more  than  five  years  to  learn  together  in  this  new 
development experiment, which C.E.G.A named The Project for Community Change. 
Since  1995  it  has  been  supported  by  mainly  by  Novib,  partially  by  Phare  Lien 
(Stolipinovo) and since 1998 until 2001 - by Novib and Matra as an integrated large-
scale program.

PROBLEMS

It  is  estimated that  the  Roma population in  Sofia  consists  of  about  100 000 
people living mainly in four neighbourhoods. Two of them are large – Faculteta (42 000) 
and Hristo Botev (45 000). As a last resort in efforts to tackle the growing economic 
hardship a lot of people are selling their property and returning to the “ghetto” areas. 
The Stolipnovo neighbourhood is the largest “poverty pocket” in Plovdiv (about 45 000 
people).  The difference with Sofia  is  that  about  80% of the people are Muslim and 
identify themselves as Turks, the other 20% are Christians and identify themselves as 
Roma. The Roma in Lom in the time of the undertaking of the project were 12 500, 
comprising 1/3 of the town population. Now they are 50 % of the population of the 
town.  They live in four neighbourhoods situated in the outskirts of the town – Stadiona 
(4 000), Mladenovo (5 000), Humata (3 000) and Momin Brod (500). 

The above mentioned communities have a number of differences related to their 
size and the specifics of the city or town they belong to (economic profile, size in terms 
of population, location within the economic priorities; “map” of the government, etc.). 
As  a  large  city  with  relatively  higher  economic  dynamics,  Plovdiv  provides  more 
survival  opportunities  for  additional  work  or  income.  However,  the  Roma 
neighbourhoods  there  are  large,  like  an  isolated  town  in  the  big  city,  consisting  of 
various groups and smaller communities themselves. Lom is a smaller town, with much 
stronger  community  links  among  the  different  groups  of  the  population.  The  Roma 
themselves  live  in  four  communities,  differing  by origin,  economic  and educational 
level. But all of them suffer the challenge of being a marginalised community in a small 
town in deep economic depression 
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Despite the differences, the Roma in Lom and the Roma and Turks in Stolipinovo face 
very similar problems related to social exclusion:

• Very limited access to social and administrative services
• Increasing rate of unemployment, reaching in places over 90%: 
• Value of education is rapidly decreasing  
• Reduced access to health care services 
• Rapidly deteriorating infrastructure: 

THE ALTERNATIVE

Based on discussions  with their  communities  the Roma-Lom Foundation,  the 
Stolipinovo  Self-help  Bureau  and  the  partner  Roma  community  organisations  have 
identified three key problem areas:

• Access to education;
• Access to employment and income generation;
• Access to social services.

As problems in the different areas are linked in the overall marginalisation of the 
community, none of them can be solved only by itself. This requires a new development 
approach, linking action in selected priority areas, through the perspective of community 
empowerment for access to development. 

The core of the approach is building Roma organisations as strong community-based 
institutions, acting as an engine to involve the community in solving its problems, and 
capable of representing its interests in a dialogue with institutions at local, regional and 
national level.

Despite the differences in the profile of activities corresponding to the needs and 
opportunities in the different communities, the approach of the Roma partner community 
organisations in the three problem areas was based on the following principles:

• Community-based  action:  mobilising  community  people  to  get  involved  and 
participate in identifying problems and possible actions to solve them;

• Coalition/co-operation:  bringing  together  different  community  interests  around  a 
common issue and acting jointly with other groups/NGOs.

• Partnership: building sustainable practices for constructive dialogue and the working 
together  with  local  government  and relevant  institutions,  advocating  for  citizens’ 
interests and concerns

• Intercultural  dialogue:  educating  the  others  outside  the  Roma  problem  (the 
community or  society at  large),  based  on  involving people  from the  majority in 
concrete initiatives or showing working practices through the media.

All actions are linked in a long-term strategy supported by a capacity building process, 
combining training, individually tailored technical assistance and sharing and linkage 
with  similar  community  organisations  in  various  regions  through  the  perspective  of 
learning-through-doing and institutionalisation of approaches, which work. 
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There were two key assumptions of the strategy:

1. Firstly, the assumption that community problems solutions cannot be imposed 
from above, they should be nourished within the community itself.

2. Secondly, the awareness of the common nature of the problems affecting both the 
minority and the majority – the majority is no less interested in solving problems 
with minorities’ exclusion than the minority itself. 

ACCESS TO SOCIAL SERVICES

HELP FOR SOLVING INDIVIDUAL SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Most of the families in the Roma neighbourhood are completely dependent on 
social allowances and benefits. Regular access to them is a matter of survival. For this 
reason the Roma organisations identified the improvement of social services as the entry 
point for their work. The main goal was to overcome the communication gap between 
the community and the institutions and to serve as a mediator in solving social issues 
and cases. 

The first step was to train Roma in providing assistance to people to meet the 
requirements of the social services. In fact it was the “intermediary pattern”. Some of the 
teams  of  the  organisations  passed  intensive  initial  courses  in  social  work  with  the 
assistance of local social welfare offices. To reach out to more people the organisations 
have developed a volunteer network of 10 to 50 young Roma, some of whom have also 
passed regular training organised by the organisations and/or employers from the social 
welfare office. Training was practical – how to assist people in applying for the relevant 
social benefits, how to fill forms, what kind of forms should be filled for what kind of 
problems, etc. 

Assistance to people was provided initially in the offices of the organisations. In 
the case of Stolipinovo it is inside the neighbourhood. In the case of Lom, which provide 
services to more than one neighbourhood, it is in a location accessible for people from 
all neighbourhoods. In addition to practical explanation of requirements and assistance 
for submitting applications, the organisations provided open hours and free of charge 
legal and specialised advice. Individual cases were followed through and when needed 
people were accompanied to the municipal social service offices to make sure cases will 
be resolved.

With  the  successful  solving  of  cases  the  number  of  visitors  was  gradually 
increasing.  Especially  in  the  winter  social  assistance  campaigns  some  of  the 
organisations had more than 100 visitors per day. In order to reach out more people the 
Roma  Bureaux  started  searching  for  various  ways  to  bring  services  closer  to  the 
community.  Leaflets  with  “how to”  explanations  were  developed  and  spread  in  the 
neighbourhoods. Volunteers were visiting people at home, or providing explanations at 
informal  meeting  points  in  the  neighbourhoods,  parents  meetings  at  school  other 
community meetings and events. The Roma-Lom Foundation opened reception rooms in 
the four neighbourhoods of the town of Lom. 

The Roma Bureaux started work for the improvement of social services as an 
alternative to state offices. However, the ultimate goal has always been not to substitute 
the state institutions but to encourage them to do their job better, and to treat Roma as 
part of its constituency. It was very important to build trust in the local institutions that 
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co-operation with the Bureaux as community structures is of their benefit as well and 
will help them do their work more efficiently. 

The  start-up  of  this  process  was  different  in  different  locations.  The  very 
beginning (1995)  of  the  Stolipinovo Self-help  Bureau faced a  lot  of  scepticism and 
doubts. Though social services workers were sharing frustration with “those loud crowds 
of Roma at their doors, not knowing the regulations”, some were questioning the reason 
and the feasibility of this Self-help Bureau. As Nikolay Kirilov, the President of the 
Roma-Lom Foundation, was serving as Roma advisor at the Municipality, co-operation 
with local institutions was much better at the very start-up of the Lom Bureau.

Building trust is a mutual process, which takes time and hard work to show the 
usefulness of involvement of Roma in social service providing. But it is worth the effort 
as trust is a long-term asset. At the end of the first year of their work the Bureaux started 
signing agreements for co-operation with the local social welfare offices. Over the last 
three years this co-operation has become an established practice:

• Signed long-term agreements are updated every year. Social welfare offices and the 
Bureaux  are  in  day-to  day link  working  together  to  improve  services  and  solve 
individual cases

• Employers from local institutions provide consulting directly in the neighbourhoods 
at the offices of the Bureaux (in the case of Stolipinovo), at the reception rooms in 
various neighbourhoods (the case of Lom) and at community meetings organised by 
the Bureaux

• Roma volunteers  of  the  Lom and  Stolipinovo Bureaux provide  assistance  at  the 
entrance of the state social services offices at the various social assistance campaign 
times,  especially  in  the  winter  to  help  out  with  the  application  and  document 
processing  process.  They also  help  state  social  workers  to  make  home  visits  to 
identify  the  social  status  and  the  eligibility  of  people  applying  for  relevant 
allowances

• The Lom Bureau succeeded in persuading local social services to hire young Roma 
people from the trained volunteers to work as social workers and make the visits in 
the neighbourhoods. This is one of the rare cases where local institutions hire Roma 
to help provide services to Roma areas

• Both Stolipinovo and Lom Bureaux based on consistent advocacy efforts succeeded 
in moving the state social services closer to the people in the neighbourhoods. Since 
April 1999 the Social service office was moved inside Stolipinovo which made it 
more accessible to people living in the area. The reception rooms opened by the Lom 
- Roma Foundation in the four neighbourhoods are used as community branches of 
the local institution to facilitate people in the application process.

Provided social services and solved cases by the Roma Self-help Bureaux (1998-2001)

Type of assistance
Number of people assisted
Number of people with solved problems
 
Social area
 11,200
 9,650
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Assistance on requested help for individual social problems
 7,800
 6,450
 
Assistance on other problems (legal, housing, etc.)
 3,400
 3,200
 
Technical assistance and consultations provided to
 20,300
 

HELP IN SOLVING COMMUNITY SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Together with solving individual cases for social assistance the Bureaux were 
very effective in community problem solving in negotiation with relevant authorities (at 
local, regional or national level). Here are several examples of this type of work.

The Stolipinovo Self-help Bureau

• Organised a coalition of more than 11 community organisations and changed the 
municipal decision to move the local hospital located at the area to another location 
(1997)

• Stopped the decision of the Mayor to destroy illegal houses in the neighbourhood by 
mobilising local groups and national human rights organisations (1998)

• Acted as mediator in many cases of electricity breakdowns to bring the local branch 
of the state electricity company to the location

• Organised community work groups to help clean the neighbourhood, rebuild some of 
the streets and thus stop houses from flooding.

The Roma-Lom Foundation

• Delay in state subsidies left Lom with no budget for social benefits and allowances 
for  almost  a  year  in  1998.  This  led  to  mass  street  demonstrations  of  the  Roma 
population in 1998. The Roma-Lom Foundation acted as mediator in the conflict and 
succeeded in bringing the Vice-Prime Minister for negotiation with the communities. 
This led to the speeding of sending the due budget for social allowances from the 
state subsidies (1998)

• The Humata Roma neighbourhood in Lom was “punished” by the Montana district 
branch of the State Water Supply Company. It remained with no water for 7 months 
in high summer. Families and children were using unregulated water sources, which 
increased the epidemic threat in the neighbourhood. Conflict was resolved with the 
mediation of the Roma - Lom Foundation, negotiating with the company to postpone 
payments for the community residents (1997)

• The majority of the housing in the four Roma neighbourhoods in Lom is illegal. 
Actually, the whole neighbourhoods were not in any of the regulation plans of the 
municipalities. Based on more than a year of efforts, the Foundation succeeded in 
including the Roma neighbourhoods into the municipal regulation plans and thus 
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providing  for  an  allocation  from  the  municipal  budget  for  infrastructure  and 
communal problems.

EFFECTIVE ADVOCACY FOR POLICY CHANGE

Usually it is considered that community organisations can hardly have a say in 
changing national policies, especially in societies with still strong centralised traditions, 
like  Bulgaria.  The  Roma  partner  organisations  in  Lom,  the  Stolipinovo  Self-help 
Bureau, Alternativa Foundation – Biala Slatina, Budeshte Foundation – Rakitovo, and 
Nevo Drom Association – Kjustendil can serve as a good example of effective national 
wide advocacy. The key to success is that all suggestions for change are formulated 
based on the experience gathered from community action. Another strength is that the 
Bureaux  and  C.E.G.A.  function  as  an  informal  network  often  inviting  other  civic 
organisations around the issue of concern. 

Over the last several years the network of Roma community-based organisations 
has  a  lot  of  success  in  making the interests  of  the Roma communities  heard  at  the 
national policy level. Here are just some examples:

• In 1998 the Bureaux network, in co-operation with other NGOs, participated in the 
discussions of the new Social Law. Four of six suggested changes of the text of the 
draft law, in its part related to contracting social work to NGOs, were accepted.

• Based on the proven effect of the Roma assistant-teachers model practised by the 
network, the model was adopted by the Ministry of Education and is present in the 
National Framework for Integration of Roma at the Council of Ministers.

• In 1998 the leaders of the Roma - Lom Foundation and the Stolipinovo Self-help 
Bureau  were  invited  to  become  members  of  the  Roma  Advisory  Group  at  the 
National Council on Minorities and Demographic issues (Council of Ministers)

• Since  1998  C.E.G.A.  and  the  network  are  actively  involved  in  advocating  for 
including Roma issues in the programs for regional development. We had several 
presentations of working practices at  meetings of municipalities organised by the 
Foundation for Local Government Reform, meetings of members of Parliament, as 
well as meetings at district level. 

• Additionally, the network experience serves as a basis for donors’ policy change and 
suggestions of a more comprehensive community development approach with regard 
to  Roma social  inclusion  and  emancipation.  Nikolay  Kirilov  from Roma -  Lom 
Foundation became a member of the Roma Special Group at the Council of Europe 
and the Minority Rights Group – International in London. C.E.G.A. promoted the 
Roma partners organisations’ experience at various international events and donors 
meetings over the years.

The practices of the Roma Self-help Bureaux in Bulgaria provide a good example of 
effective  community-based  work.  The  new-development  approach  combining  and 
reinforcing  various  actions  through  the  perspective  of  empowerment  of  the  Roma 
community has already shown good results. 
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LESSONS LEARNT

It takes long-term commitment and consistent small steps to make such an approach a 
working one.
It is important to nurture community-based structures where Roma work for the Roma, 
but are opened for communication and partnership with institutions and the majority.
The issue of capacities is crucial. It is not enough to have just a Roma organisation, but 
to  help  it  grow  into  a  citizen  based  local  institution,  able  to  catalyse  community 
movement for change through educating and activating people. This means not only 
working for and with the Roma, but also stimulating full community ownership of the 
solutions to problems and future development.
Local  communities  and  their  community-based  structures  should  be  encouraged  to 
evolve into real independent local development participants building partnerships with 
the other entities (local administration, local private businesses, other local NGOs). This 
is  the  most  efficient  way  to  formulate  priorities  and  include  them into  other  local 
development actors’ agenda.
Partnership with local government institutions is a process. It requires hard work and 
time and each party should go through its  own learning of  working with the other. 
Partnership is also a tool to help the democratisation of local institutions for becoming 
more  open  and  accountable  to  citizens,  as  well  as  inclusive  to  the  interests  of 
marginalised groups in society. Roma people can be equal participants in the dialogue 
for action with institutions only if empowered by strong representation of the interests of 
the community.
Empowerment, however, should not be understood just as a set of legal acts or a number 
of  established organisations.  Empowerment  should  be  a  process.  If  introduced from 
“above”,  it  is  “supply-driven”  and  not  efficient.  Local  communities  should  not  “be 
organised”, they should be assisted in their capacity building to organise and empower 
themselves.
Community-based initiatives can start as alternatives to existing institutional practices. 
This  is  important  for  several  reasons.  Firstly,  the  “alternative  provision  approach” 
introduces  elements  of  competition  raising  administration’s  efficiency.  Secondly,  it 
brings new ideas and citizens-based experience and strengthens partnerships at various 
levels. Thirdly, it contributes to the legitimisation of community action and helps further 
efficient co-operation. However, it is equally important at the end of each phase to put 
into the mainstream the lessons learnt through efforts for policy change at local, regional 
and national levels.
The  experience  of  the  Roma partner  organisations  also  proves  the  strategic  role  of 
advocacy,  based  on  grassroots  action  and  common  codes  of  understanding.  Proper 
communication  here  is  crucial.  It  also  challenges  the  traditional  understanding  of 
communities as consumers, who can only make use of national policies. The success of 
changing  national  legislation  and  regulations,  based  on  experiences  in  Roma 
neighbourhoods, gives optimism for citizens’ based-check and balances for democratic 
governance.1

1 More information about the activities and other projects of the organisation could be found on the following Internet address 
www.cega.bg
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Partners Bulgaria Foundation

PARTNERS  BULGARIA  FOUNDATION  is  a  part  an  international  network  of 
foundations  PARTNERS  FOR  DEMOCRATIC  CHANGE  INTERNATIONAL,  with 
headquarters in San Francisco and New York, USA and associates in Croatia, Czech 
Republic, Georgia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Slovakia. 
Since its inauguration, Partners Bulgaria Foundation has been committed its activities to 
promoting and fostering advanced culture of conflict resolution and accomplishment of 
a number of social projects to support the development of a strong and sustainable civil 
society in the country.2

2 For  more  information  about  the  project  aims,  objectives  and  results  visit:  http://www.partners-bulgaria.dir.bg/  or 
http://www.partners-bg.org/.
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CZECH REPUBLIC

THE SITUATION OF THE ROMA MINORITY IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC

Most Romanies who now live in Czech Republic came from Slovakia between 
1945 and 1993 after the division of Czechoslovakia. The migration of Romas between 
Czech and Slovak Republic, once quite common, became more difficult. It is estimated 
that hardly 600 of the pre-war Roma inhabitants in Bohemia and Moravia survived or 
stayed after World War II.

The first post-war wave of Romany immigration to Bohemia and Moravia came 
from other  countries  of  Central  and  East  European  regions  (mainly  Slovakia).  The 
migration involved whole large families in the search for housing and jobs. They came 
from  the  border  regions  from  where  the  German  population  was  compulsorily 
transferred  after  the  Second  World  War.  The  Romany  families  new  to  the  area 
maintained their  traditions and language.  Those who assimilated to the non-Romany 
majority had minimal problems and led to a coexistence of the two cultures. The locals 
refer to these Romanies as long standing residents.

The second wave of Romany immigrants arrived in the 1950’s and 1960’s when 
massive recruitment campaigns were organised to attract labour demanded by the heavy 
and construction industries (especially in North and West Bohemia and North Moravia). 
With this second wave young, healthy and strong men came with their wives from many 
different places, with different cultures, customs and unwritten laws. They started new 
families and formed new communities. Though they tried to adapt themselves rather 
than  remaining  separate  from  their  surroundings  the  coexistence  of  the  majority 
population with the Roma minority brought up a number of problems. Many of these 
problems still persist.

For many reasons members of Romany community were unable to solve their 
own problems. They did not carry on with their traditional family customs to the degree 
they used to because their original large family structures were disrupted and replaced 
by small and isolated groups. Also, they did not understand the local society or were 
unable to adjust to the different cultural rules and customs. Many of these Romanies no 
longer spoke their mother tongue or just to a very limited degree. 

Act no. 74 deals with the “permanent settlement of migrants” enacted by the 
government in 1958 which forced some 28 000 Romanies to give up with their nomadic 
life style which was one of the key attributes of their  culture.  The Act codified the 
position that the total integration of Romanies into the Czechoslovak society demanded 
them to give up this nomadic way of life. In other words–those who do not settle at one 
particular place can not be employed on a permanent basis. This was viewed as evading 
honest work, which led to them not being able to send their children to school and live in 
a  flat  etc.  The duty to settle  became enforceable and sanctions applied if  there was 
failure to comply with it. Though the Act did not refer to Romas explicitly, it was used 
mainly against them. The authorities removed wheels from the Gypsies’ caravans and 
confiscated their horses. Even though contemporary estimates only about 6% of Romas 
actually  had  a  nomadic  lifestyle  this  piece  of  legislation  is  often  regarded  as  the 
beginning of the destruction of Roma culture in the Czech Republic. The Act was in 
force until 1998 when it was repealed by the Czech Parliament under strong pressure 
from the European Union. By then Romas were no longer nomads having abandoned the 
nomadic lifestyle long before. The abrogation of the above detailed legislation thus had 
no other than a purely moral impact on the real situation.
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The  Czechoslovak  government  in  the  period  between  1945  and  1967  made 
several attempts to find a so-called “solution to the Gypsy issue”. The purpose of the 
“solutions” which they adopted was first to map out the current situation of the Romany 
ethic minority, especially in East Slovakia. In the period when censuses were carried out 
Roma inhabitants in Czechoslovakia were not only counted but also divided into three 
categories  according to  their  way of  life  and  degree  of  integration  into  mainstream 
society. The first category included 30% of the Roma population, 48% were assigned to 
the second category and 22% were put in the third and “worst” category. Furthermore, 
efforts  were  taken  in  several  stages  to  control  the  so-called  “dispersion  of  Gypsy 
population” which involved the transfer of Romanies from Slovak villages to work in 
industrial  regions  on  the  Czech  Lands.  “To  improve  the  hygienic  and  cultural 
environment” was the declared intent of the final phase of the plan. This consisted of a 
government-funded scheme to introduce electricity supply in Romany villages, dig wells 
to supply them with drinking water and build access roads and sewerage system. Many 
Roma  women  were  sterilised  without  their  consent.  These  steps  represented  forced 
assimilation  pressures  through  their  ultimate  effects  because  the  problem  was 
approached  as  a  social  issue  only,  without  respecting  the  specific  Romany  ethnic 
characteristics.  As  a  result  of  these  changes  the  Romany  ethnic  minority  became 
increasingly dependent on state support benefits. Social and racial rancour, hatred and 
tension and conflicts in many localities led to a state when a large number of ill-assorted 
Romas were moved. Luckily, not all the planned “visions” of “people’s democratic” and 
later on the “socialist” Czechoslovak State were implemented.  Even those that  were 
carried  out  were  enough  to  create  a  sense  of  emergency  in  difficult  situations  and 
conflicts and problems in coexistence with the mainstream society and Romany citizens. 

The third-wave of Roma immigration was their move to Bohemia and Moravia 
under pressure in the 1970’s. The plan was called “Dispersion of Gypsy population” 
coming mainly from Slovak villages. They were transferred with force and their original 
settlements were demolished. They were moved to places about which they often knew 
nothing  and  were  housed  in  tenement  blocks  totally  different  from their  traditional 
lifestyle.  Thus, they were forced to put with radical changes not only in their living 
environment and their style of life but also in such key factors like housing, the way they 
earned their living and spent their leisure. Uprooted and their large families torn apart, 
they lost not only their cultural identity and traditions but also their language. These are 
precisely those Romany inhabitants in the Czech Republic whose coexistence with the 
mainstream society is most problematic. 

When  discussing  the  issue  of  the  Roma  ethnic  group  it  is  essential  to  add 
information about its so-called “internal structure.” The Romas themselves recognise 
four  different  “branches”:  Slovak Romas (three-quarters  of  the total),  the  Hungarian 
branch (less than one-quarter), Olashi Romanies  (some 30 000) and Roma-Sinti  (only a 
few families). Altogether this represents about 14 large families. The Romas themselves 
strongly resent the fact that the majority society lumps all Romas together. The four 
branches above-mentioned do not communicate with one another and do not interfere in 
one another’s affairs. They have different historical backgrounds and experience and it is 
totally impossible that the members of one group mix with another (with marriage or 
other social contacts). It even happens that some Roma groups are at loggerheads with 
each other and their mutual relations may be even more hostile and antagonistic than 
relations with the non-Roma majority.

Romas were traditionally divided into different castes (which may be a vestige of 
their  life  in  India  their  original  homeland).  The  mainstream  society  overlooks  the 
distinctions,  which  frequently  account  for  a  failure  of  mutual  co-operation,  and 
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adversely affects the success rate of some projects launched with the purpose of helping 
the Romany minority: including key problems like unemployment, housing, children’s 
school attendance and public safety in the localities where they live. 

The current estimate of the number of Romas living in Czech Republic ranges 
between 200 and 250 thousand. This figure cannot be specified with greater precision 
for several reasons. In compliance with UN recommendations Romas in the 1991 census 
were  offered  the  possibility  freely,  and  at  their  own  discretion,  to  declare  their 
nationality (in the sense of ethnic origin) as Roma for the first time ever. The nationality 
of  children  under  15  years  of  age  ensued  from  their  parents  (in  case  of  different 
nationalities of mother and father, the parents could decide themselves which one they 
chose for the child). Compared with previous censuses, in 1991 the list of nationalities 
was expanded: for the first time from the end of World War II people could identify 
themselves as  Romas  and could state the  Roma language  as their mother tongue. Yet 
many  of  them  did  not  use  this  choice:  some  for  fear  of  exposing  themselves  to 
discrimination on the basis of ethnic origin later, others because they wished to merge 
with the majority, another group because they were unaware of this possibility and some 
simply decided to boycott it. The available data about the size of the Romany minority 
living in Czech Republic based on the latest censuses are therefore highly questionable. 
Only those  Romanies  were  included  in  the  results  of  the  census  that  declared  their 
membership of their ethnic group. Thus the official figure is only 32903 Romas (in 1991 
census) and as low as 10 000 according to the preliminary results of the census carried 
out in 2001.

In recent years, however, the public administration authorities have proceeded 
along different lines in their considerations regarding Romany population (especially the 
statistics of the size of Romany communities in particular localities).  The successful 
solution  of  problems  at  the  local  level  does  not  require  precise  information  on  the 
number  of  Roma  inhabitants  because  all  citizens  without  distinction  need  to  be 
approached from the viewpoint of:

• Who is subject to discrimination (for a variety of reasons, including age, gender, 
ethnic origin and social status etc.);

• Who is perceived as “person in social distress” – while all such people without 
distinction are entitled to adequate government support;

• Who as  members  of  various  organisations  and associations  (dance  and  other 
cultural ensembles, theatres, publishing houses etc.) ask for government benefit 
to activities designed to preserve cultural traditions.

THE SITUATION IN THE PAST 12 YEARS

In early 1990’s the overall situation in the country began to change dramatically 
in all respects (political, social and economic). The State stopped playing its dominant 
role especially in the labour market and in the sphere of social care. These changes had a 
basic and very destructive impact on Roma ethnic groups as they caught it totally off 
balance.  Romas  were  the  first  to  be  sacked  by  employers.  As  a  result  their 
unemployment  rate  and  total  reliance  on  government-provided  benefits  skyrocketed. 
Unemployment of young Romas rose steeply too as the government stopped subsidising 
a  number of blue-collar positions.  The labour market’s  demand for people with low 
skills among whom Romanies are significant is very low. Compared to the situation of 
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the non-Romany majority, Romanies have much worse conditions in which to find jobs 
or to  be self-employed. Another  factor  in their  disfavour is  the unwillingness of the 
general population to tackle these problems in a systematic manner.

Almost all Romany children stopped attending kindergartens (when attendance 
was free of charge, fully subsidised by the government). The deficient school attendance 
of  Roma  children  was  another  problem  which  was  overlooked  by  government 
authorities  for  a  long time,  and it  was  not  until  the  second  half  of  the  1990’s  that 
systematic steps were taken slowly, mainly thanks to the tremendous efforts, hard work 
and pressure of non-governmental organisations, to tackle this issue. 

The cultural identity of Romany children, their language and cultural values were 
not only disrespected but in many instances suppressed as undesirable. Unfortunately, 
this approach still exists in large majority of Czech schools. As a result of a “unified 
approach” to educate all children, Romany children were segregated from their peers 
and most were moved - because of problems with the Czech language and difficulties of 
cultural  and social  nature -  to  special  schools whose role  was to help children with 
learning difficulties or other disabilities. Special schools where Romanies formed more 
than half  of  the  pupils  (sometimes  nearly  hundred  per  cent)  were no  exception.  Of 
course the chance of these special school dropouts in the labour market are very poor 
and limited. 

Many Romany tenants were evicted from their flats because of the failure to 
fulfil the obligations concerning their use and the Romanies’ overall housing standard 
further deteriorated. It needs to be pointed out that all changes described above affected 
not  only  Romanies  but  also  all  people  who  once  depended  on  the  State  (i.e.  all 
population groups in dire social circumstances). It was exactly this time that the great 
differences turned into evidence between Romanies living as “integrated” members of 
the  society  and  “non-integrated”  ones  who  manifested  a  significant  incidence  of 
pathological  social  phenomena  such  as  high  crime  rate,  housing  problems,  high 
unemployment, inadequate care for children and poor school attendance.

The Romany employment  rate  is  much lower than the non-Romany majority 
ones.  Romany  unemployment  is  3-4  times  higher  than  other  population  groups’. 
Statistical data show clearly that at least 47% of the Romany population in work-force 
age fully rely on the government’s system of benefits. Most of those who earn an income 
draw it  from only  seasonal  or  temporary  jobs.  Only  a  small  part  of  Romanies  are 
permanently employed or  self-employed (have a  business  licence).  Some sources  of 
their incomes are close to or exceed the limits of legality. It  is extremely difficult to 
define the ratio between legitimate and illicit incomes (the latter mainly from tax fraud). 
The Romanies’ income-earning activities are often combined with and compensated for, 
by a variety of social  benefits.  Only a very small percentage of Romanies takes the 
chance to find a  job as few completed elementary and higher  education or  finished 
vocational  training.  Unfortunately,  a  predominant  part  of  the  Romany  minority  has 
elementary education only (sometimes incomplete) and no further skills. Moreover, even 
to those who have some vocational qualifications it is difficult to find a job because of 
their ethnicity. 

The objective causes of the Romanies’ low employment rate derives mainly from 
their  low level  of  education (86% of  Romany job  seekers  in  the  state  Employment 
Service registers only have elementary education, some did not even finish elementary 
school) meanwhile, a mere 3% of the total number of vacancies available is to unskilled 
people (without or with only elementary education). A mere 12% of Romanies of active 
age  has  certificate  of  apprenticeship  (which  is  required  for  56%  of  all  vacancies 
registered at Employment Offices). Meantime, the labour market’s demand for people 
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experienced in crafts and business-related professions exceeds by 40% the supply of 
Romany unskilled labour. Unfortunately, general deterioration of living conditions of the 
Romany  community  is  “compensated”  by  unlawful  sources  of  livelihood  including 
criminal activities, which contributes to the escalation of tensions between Romanies 
and the non-Romany population and reluctance in the part of the mainstream society to 
seek a solution.

Another  factor  that  brought  the  Romanies  into  a  disadvantageous position  in 
labour market is their different work habits that came from their traditional culture. (the 
inability  to  stay  with  the  same  employer  for  a  prolonged  period  of  time  could  be 
attributed  to  the  nomadic  way  of  life,  which  they  had  for  many  past  centuries). 
Furthermore, it is fact that traditionally, they did only seasonal works. The roots of the 
problem  also  need  to  be  looked  for  in  the  employment  system  in  pre-1989 
Czechoslovakia. Many Romanies were accustomed to carefree frequent changes of job 
and unrealistic expectations regarding their treatment by employers together with high 
social  benefits  (under  the  legislation  valid  at  that  time).  Yet  another  handicap  to 
Romanies seeking employment is their markedly poor health condition compared with 
the rest of the population. In the older age group poor health is mainly due to the fact 
that  they did difficult  manual  jobs  under  bad working conditions.  Young Romanies’ 
health problems are caused by an unhealthy diet, heavy smoking, and failure to observe 
the rules of health care and medical treatment and drug abuse. Moreover, the Romany 
ethnic group is known to display different anthropological characteristics, which account 
to  the  fact  that  only  6%  of  Romanies  live  long  enough  to  reach  retirement  age 
(comparing with 25 % in case of non-Romanies). Researches of health conditions of the 
population confirmed that Romany’s sickness rate is six times higher than the average 
among other population groups. 

The abrupt change of their social status combined with the inability of Romany 
minority  to  “find  their  feet”  during  social  and  economical  changes  in  early  1990’s 
(especially urban Romany communities) led to radicalisation in some Romany groups. 
This  was reinforced by a  disregard their  needs and basic requirements,  unready and 
indifferent  authorities  and  the  non-Romany  population  and  disappearance  of  social 
certainties (previously guaranteed by the State). As these Romanies assumed a radical 
stance  against  mainstream  society,  mutual  misunderstanding  deepened  alongside 
tension, expressions of aggression, xenophobia and racism mounted on both sides. 

Approximately in the last seven years several government institutions launched 
programs with an active labour market policy designed especially to help population 
groups  being  disadvantaged  on  the  labour  market.  The  aim  of  the  programs  is  to 
promote the creation of stable or at least temporary jobs and to improve the job seekers’ 
chances to find jobs. However, the program implementation requires close co-operation 
between government institutions with representatives of Romany communities, minority 
affairs advisors, non-profit, non-governmental organisations and other entities involved 
in the development of a coherent system of measures.  Also, there have to be specific 
activities  at  local  level  with  the  aim  to  encourage  people  to  work  and  seek  better 
education,  and  create  a  climate  of  tolerance  and  collaboration.  In  the  area  of 
procurement such conditions ought to make it  possible to Romanies to comply with 
them and participate in projects benefiting the local community instead of totally relying 
on social benefits. 
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Romanies  are  taking  part  in  the  solution  of  Romany issues  themselves  currently  in 
capacities of:

• social assistants (about 50 are now active at local government authorities in 
Czech Republic as intermediaries assistance at local Romany communities);

• Romany advisors (of whom about 80 are active at regional level);
• street workers (around 100);
• police officers (roughly 20);
• Romany NGOs (total at about 100 throughout Czech Republic);
• Community work volunteers (new phenomenon of the past few years).

Many of  these Romanies were employed at  the above-described positions on 
condition that if their formal education is not sufficient for job performance they will 
finish their training (to reach the required level) through distance learning.

BEST PRACTICES OF ROMA PROJECTS IN THE CZECH 
REPUBLIC

ROMA SECONDARY SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK IN KOLÍN

The Dr.  Rajko Djuric Foundation3 founded the Romany Secondary School of 
Social Work (RSSSW) in the city of Kolín, about 60 km East from Prague. Founded as a 
private  school  RSSSW  gained  total  approval  from  the  Ministry  of  Education  and 
permission to accept up to 50 students a year, beginning with the first year in September 
1998 (with 42 students). 

The overriding purpose of the school  is  to provide Romany youth the sorely 
needed educational tools to lead fulfilling and integrated careers in the area of Czech 
Republic.  More  concretely,  to  provide  total  secondary  school  education  to  Romany 
children by means of a specialised school with a Romany-positive curriculum. A specific 
program of study formally called as "Social Work for Ethnic Groups" was introduced to 
complete this program. 

TARGET GROUPS

The Romany Secondary School  of  Social  Work  has  been designed to fit  the 
needs of young Roma people in the Czech Republic who wish to work in the field of 
social  assistance  to  the  Roma  community.  The  school  is  aimed  at  those  students 
emerging from elementary school, who are therefore approximately sixteen years of age. 
The courses give students the required skills upon graduation to take up positions in 
state and local administration, public service organisations, as well  as in private and 
3 The Dr. Rajko Djuric Foundation was founded in 1992 as a non-profit and non-governmental organisation. Based in Prague in 
Czech Republic, it is a Romany-run organisation focused on improving the conditions of Romanies in the country and cultural and 
educational methods of Roma in Czech Republic. Address: Romská střední škola sociální, s.r.o., Macharova 1376, 280 02 Kolín V. 
Tel. +420-321-724 661
E-mail: djuric@post.cz
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non-profit social service organisations and institutions, in both direct-service provision 
and administrative roles.

AIMS OF THE PROJECT

• To provide total secondary school education for up to fifty young Romany students 
(up to age of 16) per year transferring exact skills and personal resources to find a 
meaningful job

• To offer to the students local and distance learning called "Social Work for Ethnic 
Groups”. To study takes four years in the current system whilst distance learning 
takes five years and both of them are to be finished with final exams.

• To provide students with skills and experience to become social workers for their 
own communities or to enter civil service in the area of social services. 

• To install a sense of the importance of education both in students and their parents
• To install a sense of prejudice in students' ethnic identity and to feel responsibility 

for both their own, Romany community and the wider Czech society
• To  involve  students  in  a  variety  of  extra-curricular  activities  to  broaden  their 

horizons and expose them new opportunities

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

The schools rule how to take in a candidate: Successful candidates are selected 
on  the  basis  of  results  achieved at  entrance  exams and primary school  results.  The 
entrance  exams  consist  of  Czech  language  tests  and  general  skill  tests  (history, 
geography, civil education and literature).

Teaching  is  organised  in  order  to  meet  the  secondary  school  learning 
requirements and it is finished with school leaving exams. Within subjects, from which 
students have to take an exam, are several educational subjects (like Czech language and 
literature, English, Math, History, Science), special subjects (Psychology, Law, Social 
Politics, Economy etc.) and skilled subjects (Romany language, Romistics, Pedagogy, 
Community Work, Multicultural Coexistence, Public Administration etc.). 

Students were separated into two classes of twenty-five students each at school, 
which  gives  slightly  closer  teacher-to-student  relation-ships  than  in  normal  schools. 
Therefore, more focused attention is available to students rather, than in regular state 
schools where currently the average is thirty pupils in a class.

This individual attention is highly appreciated. Small class size is a tested and 
true  method  to  rectify  problems of  negligence  and  overcoming backlog  of  material 
caused by left behind.

The school offers monthly and annual scholarships to the students in order to 
motivate them to achieve the best results in their studies. There is an opportunity for 
students with exceptional results to study abroad and improve language skills.

The commitment of RSSSW to devote extra attention to students is noticeable in 
how they organise the students’ free time. This is an extremely important element of the 
overall  school  program and  the  school  organises  a  wide  variety  of  extra-curricular 
activities and keeps students productively busy in ways to which they respond. RSSSW 
put together a wide range of activities from educational instruction (languages, music, 
IT) to sports activities and teams and interest groupings like cooking, singing, drama, 
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dance, modelling etc. Some of these courses are run in the school dormitory but others 
in a nearby building.
 

RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

This project provides a duel boost to Romanies in Czech Republic firstly, on an 
individual level, by students obtaining education and then, on the community level, by 
these same students returning back into the Romany community to help in a practical 
and concrete manner as social workers.

RSSSW has  numerous  advantages  beyond the  standard  of  Czech  schools  with 
regard to educating Romany children:

• It overcomes the barriers of prejudice, which spell failure at the entrance exam 
• Provides curriculum, which incorporates Romany history, culture and language, but 

also skills, which prepare students for their future work in their communities.
• Gains the trust of students and their parents. 
• Involves parents in the educational process and gains their essential assistance. As it 

is well known students’ success depends, in many cases, upon the level of support 
received from their parents. The provision of a pro-Romany environment in schools 
helps to allay the threat of many Romany parents that fellow students may attack 
their children (a threat shared with many Romany children as well).

SUSTAINABILITY AND POLICY IMPACT

In terms of financial sustainability to the school, as the school grows in size, 
there is a decrease in cost per student. This is important because the money received 
from the state is calculated on a per student basis. 

The first significant source of revenue was George Soros in the first year who 
provided crucial support to the by school very generously, buying the building, which is 
used both as school and dormitory and also by providing part of the essential operational 
funds. 

The second source of funds is state funds. Although it is a private school the state 
offered to cover the expenses of the school in Czech Republic with a minimum of fifty 
percent of the average sum. However, this norm is based on the expenses of existing 
schools with long term rental and few investment expenses and shows approximately 
20% of the real costs of running a school, especially if the school is not full. In addition, 
the  state  provides  funds  to  cover  ca.  forty  percent  of  expenses  relating  to 
accommodation and food. Therefore, the total support from the state is about twenty-five 
percent of total costs.

The  third  source  of  revenue  is  local  government  offices  in  the  students’ 
hometowns. The cost per region is minuscule because it comes from all over the country, 
so the potential for small amounts of money to be given is quite considerable.

The fourth potential source of revenue is students. A certain amount of money 
can be raised on various public activities and performances. Although, this amount is 
insignificant in terms of overall costs, it gives experience to students and it is extremely 
important for them to feel that they take part in the school's operation. To make them 
feel responsible for the school's well being is a good basis to foster alumni support after 
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graduation. The uniqueness of the school should help considerably to form this kind of 
sense of affiliation to the school.
 

EVALUATION

Academic success is a well-defined area. Indeed, students' results, particularly 
their  improvement  in  the year  of  the course,  provide very clear  indication as to  the 
school’s progress. Plotted academic success of graphs and tables allow sponsors, parents 
and students a chance to see the exact results of their studies.

To evaluate teachers from the students’ point of view is a very important element. 
School instructions must be bi-directional in this environment because the teachers have 
great deal to learn from their students too. In order to achieve this feedback all student 
complete  reviews  about  teachers  regularly,  which  are  available  to  the  public  in  the 
school.  This  evaluation  is  used  as  an  important  tool  by  the  Principal  and  school 
leadership to define and implement school development.

To  evaluate  further  opinions  about  the  school  is  more  complicated.  Any 
involvement in extra-curricular  activity is  monitored and recorded carefully so as to 
judge interest  and tailor  activities  to  the  needs  and desires  of  students.  There  is  an 
indirect measure of interest with observing the amount and type of contact, which is 
initiated by parents. As the students progress through school parents become attached to 
and involved in the learning process too and get more interested in the academic part of 
their children’s' education. 

FIELD SOCIAL WORK (STREETWORK) PROGRAMS IN COMMUNITIES 
THREATENED WITH SOCIAL EXCLUSION

TARGET GROUP

The project is focused on twenty localities inhabited by communities threatened 
by social  exclusion.  The local  population includes mainly Romanies who have very 
limited  access  to  assistance  provided  by  the  government  or  non-governmental 
institutions i.e. families of the lowest-income category who depend on social security 
benefits  and  are  stereotypically  labelled  as  “gypsies”  by  the  general  population.  A 
serious problem of the adult members in these communities is long-term unemployment.

The  description  “localities  threatened  by  social  exclusion”  relates  mostly  to 
geographically defined areas where several dozens of families (representing from fifty to 
three hundred people) live in a single or (in the better case) two large tenement blocks. 
People in Need4 association also works in two districts with purely Romany population – 
numbering over one thousand people. Such concentrations of Romany population have 
been emerging in recent years in most Czech towns and cities usually at places where 
the municipality has chosen to move tenants who had problems with paying rent. On the 

4 The People in Need Foundation (PINF) is a non-profit and non-governmental organisation whose mission statement is "inspire 
largesse of spirit in Czech society with helping others in need and to promote democratic freedoms for all." It is one of the most 
popular NGOs in the Czech Republic and it  carries  out a  large scale  of activities e.g. humanitarian and development projects, 
assistance to people in crisis areas, support of democracy activists around the world and protection of basic human rights. Contact 
address:  Člověk  v  tísni  –  společnost  při  České  televizi,  o.p.s.  Kavčí  hory  140  70  Praha  4  Tel.  +420-261  134  401,  E-mail: 
pinfcz@czech-tv.cz
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surface, municipal authorities thus seem to be getting rid of “problematic” tenants, while 
in fact they are putting themselves at risk of having to confront a more serious, long-
term and perhaps insoluble social problem.

The  state  system of  social  protection  misfires  because  it  gives  no  chance  to 
understand  the  individual  situation  of  clients.  This  is  because  social  work  in  the 
rendering of government institutions has a predominantly administrative nature. Local 
government  bodies  usually do nothing to improve the  situation.  Generally speaking, 
institutions approach their clients more or less repressively: the main tool they use is 
punishing non-payers of rent by having them disconnected from electricity supply and 
threatening them with eviction.

AIMS OF THE PROJECT

Above  all,  the  goal  of  the  project  is  to  provide  these  communities  with  the 
assistance of street workers operating as their consultants, guides, mediators, organisers, 
community planners and a kind of authority. In the most general terms the role of street 
workers is to enhance their clients’ capacity to manage their own lives and avoid going 
downhill. Furthermore, street workers are expected to intermediate their clients access to 
services and activities which are available locally but where the providers do not know 
their clients and vice versa. Last but not least, street workers should initiate structural 
changes  and  rehabilitating  processes  in  the  local  community.  In  towns  where  no 
organisation exists to offer follow-up programmes, street workers have to make sure, in 
collaboration with volunteers, that leisure-time and educational activities are available, 
especially to the local children. The aim is to involve the largest possible number of 
locals into such activities because their own activity can help to overcome the subjective 
feeling of uprootedness and uselessness of the target group. 

Short-term problems checked directly by street workers

Citizenship, entitlement to social benefits,  housing,  conflicts between families 
and between clients and their surroundings, the target community and its surrounding 
and assistance in the defence of clients’ rights and interests.

Long-term problems checked by street workers

Not paying fees and debts, using social benefits to pay debts, children’s school 
attendance, school children’s homework, the way children and young people spend their 
leisure time, their chances for education and the seeking of their place in society.

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

Three paid social workers (co-ordinators) are currently employed full-time in  21 
localities  in  the  regions  of  Prague,  northern  Bohemia  and  northern  Moravia.  The 
fundamental underlying idea of the project can be described as to solve all problems 
together  with  the  client.  Street  workers  have  no  institutional  authority  –  they  can 
intervene only with the force of their personality.
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All street workers had, in total, 90 hours training in 2001. They were trained in 
the respective legislation, communication skills, organise leisure activities for children 
and dealing with drug abuse problems at a local level. They also underwent psycho-
social  training.  The  training  schemes  were  implemented  in  the  frame  of  “Variants” 
project and funded using the resources of PHARE programme. Out of 29 street workers 
19 are Romanies. 

The basic methods of street work include:

• Interviews with clients, which constitute the main tool of street work. The purpose 
is to collect information from clients, support clients and motivate them to take 
certain decision or action. This involves simple conversation often with the aim to 
maintain relationships between street workers and their clients

• Assistance with “paperwork” including to study clients’ files, fill in forms or help 
clients to fill them, write applications or information letters or help clients to write 
them; explain to clients the content of received official correspondence. When the 
client is required to sign an official document the street worker makes sure that he 
understands the content  that  he/she has to sign and avoids any harm to his/her 
interests due to ignorance

• Negotiation:  street  workers  take  part  in  negotiation  between  their  clients  and 
various authorities (or other entities), or they conduct negotiations themselves or 
give advice and support to their clients during the negotiation processes – always 
depending on the clients’ capabilities

• Accompaniment: when it is necessary street workers accompany their clients to a 
public  authority  office,  school  and  a  new employment  place  etc.  This  kind  of 
accompaniment is an effective, interim, non-manipulative way of making sure the 
client really goes and arrives at the place where he is supposed to and summoned to 
etc.

• Co-ordinator  activities,  including  activities  where  clients  are  involved  (like 
voluntary work cleaning the neighbourhood of the house where they live); identify 
volunteers in the target community and supervise their work

• Consultations  with  experts  related  to  the  selected  social  work,  legal  and 
health/medical  problems,  consultations  with  family  guidance  or  educational 
specialists, anti-drug abuse and addiction therapy experts etc.

• Contact  other  institutions  and  organisations  including  centres  assisting  drug 
abusers,  civic  guidance  centres,  charities,  shelter  facilities,  community  centres, 
schools,  educational  and psychological  guidance centres,  hospitals,  sanatoriums, 
central  and  local  government  authorities,  centres  for  the  prevention  of  social 
problems and probation service.

RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

The  overall  success  of  the  project  is  measured  by  the  success  rate  of 
interventions in individual and specific cases. From their subjective point of view the 
project  team  members  (project  workers  and  co-ordinators)  and  other  stakeholders 
(employees of public administration authorities and people living in the neighbourhood 
of the disadvantaged localities) report significant positive progress in most problematic 
situations, which need to be dealt with locally.
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The objective criteria of success

The number of  participants  in  various activities;  the number of  volunteers  in 
respective localities and their assessment to local situation, the level of communication 
with  other  NGOs,  schools,  central  and  local  government  authorities;  the  improved 
school  attendance  of  children  from  “problematic”  communities  and  their  school 
performance; and the appearance of the locality i.e. the ability and willingness of clients 
to  keep their  shared living environment  clean and tidy.  In  these aspects  street  work 
yields visible results in a period between 6 months and one year.

Examples of tangible outcomes

People in Need association managed to intermediate proper payment of rents and 
outstanding debts in most places. These places are: Most, Chomutov  (after settling their 
debts clients could move out of pockets of high concentration of non-payers back to 
other parts of town), Prostějov (the municipality agreed to provide the clients gradually 
with new housing and the colony will disappear). Then local street workers will be able 
to facilitate the coexistence of his clients with their new neighbours. In one street in 
Prague the street worker managed, in different ways, to arrange housing to most of his 
clients  who  were  willing  to  co-operate  including  successful  management  of  civil 
disputes.

The problem so far overlooked, usury in poor communities was at last put on the 
table: in most localities,  the clients borrow money at 100 percent or an even higher 
monthly interest rate (!) from organised groups of usurers who force them to pay up. 
Borrowing money at such high interest leads to the debtors’ dependence on the lenders 
quickly,  from which they never extricate themselves. In the North-Bohemian City of 
Ústí nad Labem, thanks to street workers, legal action was brought against 12 usurers 
which broke the vicious circle of clients’ being constantly in debts.

SUSTAINABILITY AND POLICY IMPACT

When  the  project  was  launched  in  1999  street  workers  were  active  in  five 
localities  and  in  ten  altogether  in  2000.  There  is  no  plan  to  extend  the  current  21 
localities. Mainly foreign donors, and from the Czech side the Czech Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs and the Czech Ministry of Culture, fund the project at the moment. It 
will  be necessary to pass to financing gradually from the state budget and subsidies 
earmarked for social programmes granted by local government bodies.

It  is  regarded as a substantial  success that these,  and similar projects as well 
implemented  by  other  NGOs,  have  already  influenced  public  policy.  The  Inter-
Departmental Commission for Romany Affairs launched a similar project in 2000, in 
which around 30 street workers are involved currently in various places in the Czech 
Republic. Municipal or district authorities employ them and their work is subsidised 
from the state budget. The Czech Government instructed the Minister of Labour and 
Social Affairs to develop in co-operation with Inter-Governmental Commission a project 
of street social work in Romany communities threatened with social exclusion, to be 
piloted  in  2002  and  subsequently  (in  2003)  incorporated  into  the  system of  social 

29



services. PINF co-operate in preparing this pilot project and the methodology for the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs to monitor the project piloting in 2002.

EVALUATION

There  are  3  co-ordinators  (social  workers)  responsible  for  the  direct  co-
ordination of around 30 street workers currently. Co-ordinators are based in Prague and 
come to visit street workers in regions regularly. This structure brought both indisputable 
advantages (especially the possibility to collect information about problems in socially 
excluded localities in different towns and regions) and fundamental regulations. The co-
ordinator can not be the direct supervisor of a street worker because he does not know 
the locality from experience. Therefore, PINF has decided to change the structure in two 
years. The aim of this change is community and regional teams of street workers and the 
street worker who lives directly in the locality. One of the first steps to this plan is a 
“Regional  Meeting”  that  takes  place  once  a  month  already.  The  representatives  of 
Regional and Local Administrations are invited to these meetings in order to support 
effective co-operation. It is also necessary that local co-ordinators are experienced street 
workers with managerial skills.

Supervision

Taken the fact into consideration, that most team members are Romany street 
workers who did not complete professional education at University level in social work 
yet and have no previous experience in supervision the supervisor system is organised to 
be  open  and  flexible  as  possible.  The  external  supervisor  has  a  psychotherapy 
background and is experienced in minorities. He is willing to create methodology to his 
work through his own experience because similar experience of another organisation 
from Czech Republic  literally does not  exist.  Team supervision takes place monthly 
during “Regional Meetings” and they respect the principles of team work, which means 
they run without the participation of co-ordinators who are in superior positions in the 
hierarchy of  the  project.  There  is  also  a  possibility  of  individual  supervisions.  The 
acceptance of supervisory service was very good.

SUPPORT OF ROMA TEACHING ASSISSTANTS

TARGET GROUPS

• Adult members of Romany communities
• Romany  children  in  preparatory  classes,  nursery  schools,  kindergarten, 

elementary schools and orphanages
• Non-Romany students who attend schools where Romany Teaching Assistants 

work
• School directors, teachers and school staff
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AIMS OF THE PROJECT

The  aim  of  the  program is  to  train,  employ  and  support  Romany  Assistant 
Teachers in schools with a high percentage of Romany children in order to encourage 
Romany children to complete their  studies in the mainstream school system. This is 
accomplished by working with children directly and indirectly by improving relations 
and building trust between Romany communities and schools, providing both Romany 
and  non-Romany children  with  positive  Romany role  models  in  the  classroom and 
creating a positive learning environment in the classroom. The program also addresses 
issues of unemployment through qualification training and career development for adult 
members of Romany communities.

The  project  provided  various  forms  of  qualification  training  in  the  field  of 
education to  members  of  Romany communities  to  enable them to work as  Romany 
Teaching Assistants (RTAs) in classrooms with Romany students. 

The RTAs work directly in classrooms with children providing extra help in all 
areas where it is needed but also concentrating on Mathematics and Czech language. 
RTAs can operate both as a bilingual assistant if the assistant speaks Romany and uses it 
in the classroom to help Romany speaker students and as a pedagogical assistant helping 
individual students or small groups of students to understand the regular school lessons 
better. 

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

Course of Pedagogical Minimum
Together with an expert resource group in 1996, Nová škola5 created the first 72-

hour course of pedagogical minimum designed to prepare Romanies to work as Romany 
Teaching  Assistants.  The  course  with  18  participants  concentrated  on  the  basics  of 
pedagogy, child psychology, mathematics and the Czech language. In 1998 the Ministry 
of Education of Czech Republic accredited the course. In 1998 the course was expanded 
to incorporate an international component through Nová škola European Union funded 
Central European Romany Education Program (CEREP). A total amount of 35 Czech, 6 
Bulgarian,  3  Hungarian  and  4  Slovak  Romanies  completed  the  course.  Czech 
participants  achieved  formal  accreditation from the  Ministry  of  Education  of  Czech 
Republic to work as Romany Teaching Assistants. 

Financial Support to Romany Teaching Assistants
The  fact  that  assistants  do  not  work  as  volunteers  but  paid  employees  in  a 

defined school was an important condition for the program to succeed. Although the 
Ministry of Education accredited the position of Romany Teaching Assistant it did not 
pay salaries.  Therefore,  Nová  škola  partially  or  totally benefited  15  RTAs in  Czech 
Republic from private sources in 1997 and 1998. Nová škola supported an additional 18 
RTAs  in  Bulgaria,  Slovakia  and  Hungary  through  CEREP.  Nová  škola  successfully 

5 Nová škola  is  a  non-governmental  and  not-for-profit  organisation  founded  in  1996  and  re-registered  as  a  public  beneficial 
organisation in 1999. Since that time Nová škola became leader organisation in the fields of Romany education, the training and 
support of Romany assistant teachers, creation of alternative educational programs to students with special needs and promotion of 
multiculturalism in the Czech school system. Contact Address: Na Poříčí 30112 86, Praha 1, Tel.: +420 221 73 30 67 / +420 221 73 
31 67, Tel., Fax: +420 221 73 30 68
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lobbied the Czech government in 1998 to separate money from the state budget to pay 
all salaries of RTAs working in Czech Republic. Nová škola continued to supplement 
the salaries of 9 of the lowest paid RTAs in 1999 and 2000. Today approximately 207 
RTAs work in the Czech school system.

Distance Learning
Nová škola started an experimental distance learning program for the Further 

Education of Romany Teaching Assistants in co-operation with Evangelic Academy in 
1999/2000 school year. The course was designed to the request and according to the 
needs of Romany Teaching Assistants and school directors. The aims of the course were 
to  deepen  and  expand  knowledge  gained  from a  basic  pedagogic  course  to  process 
experience  gained  by  work  experience  and  serve  as  a  pilot  project  to  the 
institutionalisation  of  distance  learning  towards  a  highschool  diploma.  24  assistants 
enrolled in the course in 2000/2001.

Course of Further Education of 100 RTAs
Nová  škola  organised  a  course  of  Further  Education  for  approximately  80 

Romany Teaching  Assistants  coming  from the  entire  Czech  Republic  in  2001.  The 
course  concentrated  on  enriching  theoretical  knowledge  of  pedagogy and  providing 
practical  skills  of  practising  RTAs  and  improving  communication  and  co-operation 
between RTAs and teachers. The course was divided into three, three-day seminars to 
four groups of 15 – 20 participants. It was part of the larger programme “Improvement 
of  Relations  between  the  Romany  and  Czech  Communities”  being  realised  in  co-
operation with the People in Need Foundation and supported by the Phare Democracy 
Programme of European Union.

PILOT PROGRAMS

Joint Training of RTAs and Teachers
Based on expressed needs of RTAs and teachers, Nová škola is planning a joint 

training program for RTAs and teachers with whom they work. The aim of the program 
is to increase the effectiveness of the teaching team in the classroom by providing RTAs 
and teachers with team building, communication and lesson planning skills. 

Introduction of RTAs to Orphanages
The pilot project will expand the use of assistants into orphanages with a high 

percentage  of  Romany  children.  Assistants  chosen  for  the  program  would  already 
complete a basic pedagogical course will complete a five-week, 80-hour course designed 
to provide them with specific skills necessary to meet the requirements of children in 
these institutions. Once they have completed the course they would work in orphanages 
during the day as pedagogical assistants and supervise children. The aim of the program 
is to give Romany children a better sense of their own identity in these institutions and a 
stronger  relationship  with  education,  therefore,  preparing  them better  to  integrate  to 
society.
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RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

The Project Support to Romany Teaching Assistants succeeded in developing a 
series of basic  and advanced training courses designed to prepare Romany adults to 
support teachers, work with students and facilitate communication between the school 
and Romany parents. The project succeeded directly in training 65 RTAs over two years 
and ensuring that another 108 RTAs were being trained during the following two years. 
Finally, the project succeeded in gaining formal endorsement and active support of the 
Czech Ministry of Education for the RTA concept. 

As  a  result  of  its  programmatic  accomplishments,  the  project  carried  out 
substantial  changes  in  participant  schools,  including  increased  enrolment  rate  of 
Romany children,  implemented preparatory programs used by teachers of innovative 
teaching strategies and developed after-school academic support and enriched activities 
for Roma children. In addition, the presence of RTAs improved the attitude of some 
Romany children toward school  and improved the communication between Romany 
parents and public schools.  Finally,  targeted assistance,  provided by RTAs to at-risk 
Romany students, may have improved their academic performance.

SUSTAINABILITY AND POLIC IMPACT

The expenses per student in the project are relatively small. It was difficult to 
develop accurate per student cost estimates for the project because the roles of RTAs 
varied in the different schools and even within the same school considerably. However, 
in  the  Czech  Republic  a  training  program  of  20  RTAs  can  be  accomplished  for 
approximately $5000, the average annual salary of an RTA is approximately $2.700, 
totalling  $59,000  for  20  RTAs  in  one  year.  If  every  RTA works  with  at  least  two 
classrooms (with an average of 20 students) the cost per student is approximately $74 
per student per year.

Governmental support of the project
Successful negotiations between the project leadership and the Czech Ministry of 

Education resulted in a significant government support for placement of RTAs in Czech 
schools. Formal recognition of this position meant that the Czech government would 
accept responsibility for funding the salaries for these positions. 

Low salaries
The salary paid to RTAs by Czech Ministry of Education was only between one-

third  to  one-half  of  average  Czech  salaries.  School  directors,  teachers  and  RTAs 
interviewed during the program cited specific examples of RTAs who were forced to 
leave their positions after a short period of time due to inadequate income. One RTA 
noted that the salary made it “difficult to support a family”. 

Such turnover disrupted the relationships RTAs needed to develop with teachers, 
students, and parents. Frequent turnover in positions also limited the level of skills and 
experience that  RTAs were able  to  develop “in  the job”.  This  also  placed a  greater 
burden  on  school  administrators  and  teachers  to  repeatedly  provide  orientation  and 
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informal training to new RTAs. Some directors and teachers reported that this situation 
served a disincentive to placement of RTAs in the school or classroom.

EVALUATION

The following are recommendations for the improvement of the replication or 
replication in other locations:

1. The basic necessities for implementing an RTA program are:
• Description of the position (or positions) and its responsibilities
• Development of an appropriate basic and advanced training program
• Development of an appropriate salary scale
• Requirement of a school RTA use plan before placement
• Development  of  appropriate training program for  school  administrators  and 

teachers

2. An RTA program should clearly define the role of the RTA and ultimately establish 
three categories of RTAs in order to ensure career development:

• RTA Trainee – non-certified RTA still participating in basic training activities
• Certified RTA – RTA who has completed basic training activities but is still 

participating in advanced training activities
• Senior RTA – Certified RTA who has completed basic and advanced training 

activities and served as RTA for at least three years

Defined responsibilities, authority, and salary should increase to reflect increases in 
training and school experience. 

3. An  RTA program should  work  to  gain  formal  recognition  for  an  extended  and 
flexible  training  program  for  RTAs.  The  program  should  include  both  a  basic 
training  level  (associated  with  Certified  RTAs)  and  an  advanced  training  level 
(associated with Senior RTAs). The project should work with the Ministry to finance 
the training program.

4. A program working with RTAs should develop an ongoing assessment process for 
RTAs. 

5. To employ an RTA, each school must develop a plan that:
• Defines specific measurable goals for their use relative to the learning and other 

needs of Roma children and their families
• Defines the specific roles and responsibilities of each RTA
• Defines  the  authority  and  relationship  between  school  staff  (particularly 

classroom teachers) and the RTAs

HUNGARY
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SITUATION OF THE ROMA MINORITY IN HUNGARY

Historical background
The Roma did not arrive in Hungary in one single wave; rather their settlement 

there took place over several centuries. A larger influx of Roma into Hungary can be 
dated to around the beginning of the 15th century. In comparison to other countries, the 
feudal situation in Hungary provided relatively better and secure circumstances for the 
Roma. During the 16th-  17th centuries  letters  of  safe  conduct  guaranteed them free 
passage, they were not forced to integrate, nor they were forbidden from practising their 
traditional culture.

During  the  17-18th  century  individual  groups  settled,  but  they  continued  to 
maintain certain of their customs and traditions. The work these settled Roma typically 
conducted met the demands of the towns and villages. In the years of Ottoman rule in 
Hungary, a new wave of so-called Oláh-Roma arrived from Moldavia, among the many 
that came to resettle the depopulated countryside. In comparison with the partly settled 
and integrated „Hungarian Roma”,  these Oláh Roma suffered  several  disadvantages. 
Measures introduced between 1758-1783 were primarily aimed at the settlement of the 
migrating  „travelling  Roma”  (by forbidding  the  use  of  the  folk  costume,  language, 
passports, keeping of horses, music and Roma names.

The 1900s were a time of enormous social change and transformation generating 
social tensions, in the course of which negative public opinion against the Roma tended 
to strengthen. By the end of the 19th century their skills (musicians, clay-brick makers, 
metal smiths, trough makers and traders) made them a decisive factor of the Hungarian 
society. As a consequence of the mass production following in the wake of the Industrial 
Revolution, this traditional link was broken and they became irrelevant.

During the World War I. and after World War II, the country suffered a series of 
enormous  shocks,  and  in  every  instance  the  impact  was  magnified  in  the  Roma 
community. After 1945 the socialist regime dealt with the Roma question as a social 
stratum problem. The wording of the relevant decrees denied virtually all  Roma any 
participation in agrarian land reforms. The adult population of working age was attracted 
to the larger industrial and construction centres sited far from their home settlements by 
the  possibility  of  finding  employment  and  some  even  commuted.  Socialist 
industrialisation and full employment ensured work for many Roma. The majority of 
Roma  were  employed  in  those  areas  of  a  temporary,  seasonal  nature  offering  job 
opportunities  for  those  with  limited  skills  or  qualifications.  Their  low  educational 
qualifications only gave them the opportunity of realising limited wages and low social 
status.

The socialist Hungarian economy drew close to bankruptcy during the 1980s, 
major  state  investments  and  construction  projects  were  halted,  and  factories  started 
sacking  workers.  Despite  the  democratic  transformation  and  establishment  of  a 
constitutional state after 1989, this process speeded up and the marginalisation of the 
Roma population only increased. The Roma have been one of the big economic losers 
since the change of the regime.

Social indicators
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The  Roma  represent  the  largest  minority  among  all  the  minorities  living  in 
Hungary. In the 1990 census 142,683 Hungarian citizens declared they were of Roma 
nationality. However, estimates suggest that there are 400-600.000 Roma in Hungary, 
some minority organisations reckon the true figure is 700-800.000.

Regional distribution
The Roma live scattered across the entire country,  but this distribution is not 

even. Looking at regional distributions, the largest number live in the three northern 
counties. There are considerably fewer Roma living in the west of the country.

Culture
From language and cultural aspects the Roma population is a strongly divided 

minority, and thus care has to be taken to preserve the several languages and cultures. In 
essence, the existing tradition preserving Roma communities are the latest such groups 
in Hungarian society in which folk art represents an integral part of their everyday life.

From a cultural and linguistic point of view the Roma living in Hungary can be divided 
into three main groups:

The first and largest group is the so-called Romungro (Hungarian Roma) group 
that has Hungarian as their native language. In the period prior to World War I, these 
people supported themselves as musicians, clay brick makers, plasterers and brick kiln 
workers but primarily as agricultural day-labourers. They constitute more that 70% of all 
Roma in Hungary. 

The  second  largest  group  comprises  the  Romany-speaker  Oláh-Roma  who 
between the world wars made their  living as travelling craftsmen, bell  and cow-bell 
makers,  copper-smiths,  traders  and  partly  as  day-labourers.  They  constitute 
approximately 20% of the Roma population. 

The third group is the Beash Roma who live primarily in the south-west of the 
country, speak an archaic form of the Romanian language, and who survived between 
the two world wars as trough makers and wood workers as well as day-labourers. They 
represent 10% of the population. 

Schooling
According to the Ministry of Culture and Education statistics for the 1992/93 

school year – before the passage of the Act on the Protection of Personal Data and the 
Publication of Data of Public Interest which declared nationality affiliation special data 
–  74,241  Roma  students  studied  in  primary  schools.  7.12%  of  all  pupils  attend  in 
primary  schools  were  of  Roma  origin.  91.4%  of  non-Roma  students  went  on  to 
secondary education while among the Roma this proportion is 33.6%. 13% of the Roma 
population holds a certificate from a vocational secondary training course and 1% a 
school-leaving certificate. However holding a certificate in a vocational skill does not 
necessarily improve the chances of finding employment because the vocational structure 
is barely adjusted to the changes taking place in the labour market. 

Social reasons lie behind the school failures and the early school dropout rate of 
many Roma, Experience over the past several decades shows that Roma children who 
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regularly attend pre-school for three years are then capable of going on and successfully 
completing primary school education. 

Situation in the labour market
Employment studies conducted during the 1970s looking at the proportion of 

active to non-active persons show a similar situation among the Roma and non-Roma 
population.  In  1989 60-80% of  male  Roma were  employed,  and 35-40% of  female 
Roma held jobs. Since the social and economic transformation they have been squeezed 
out of the labour market at a speed and to a level the like of which has never been seen 
before. In the wave of change 72% of the Roma population previously employed and 
capable for working have lost their jobs.

Housing and health
Today roughly 14% of Roma inhabitants live in  isolated,  partly re-developed 

colony-like surrounding with a low level of infrastructure. Data on the state of health of 
the Roma population show that their situation is worse that the national average. They 
have a far higher incidence of suffering from chronic illnesses. Many live in unhealthy, 
damp,  dark,  poorly  heated,  low  standard  accommodation,  where  it  is  difficult  to 
maintain average hygiene standards and where crowded conditions increase the risk of 
infection.

Discrimination
Events of the past few years have shown that the vast majority of society is not 

aware of the problems that the Roma inhabitants face, and is not interested in improving 
their situation. The existence of prejudice in the local society has to be considered a fact 
of life.

Parliament elected the Parliamentary Commissioner for the rights of national and 
ethnic minorities in order to protect the constitutional rights of the minorities.

Reports  drafted  by  the  parliamentary  commissioner  for  minority  rights 
examining Roma affairs also refer to the existence of discrimination. In the education 
system  Roma  students  suffer  discrimination  deriving  from  segregation  and  the 
inappropriate teaching methods employed in classes. 

A  new  regulation  was  established  in  1997  designed  to  put  a  stop  to 
discrimination in the area of  employment.  It  imposes  heavy sanctions on employers 
found to have discriminated against an employee. 
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The  Roma  also  suffer  discrimination  in  police  procedures;  the  number  of 
complaints of this sort is still high, but the first signs of a more favourable trend can now 
be observed as a result of central measures:

• Measures serving to protect and support the national and ethnic minorities living in 
Hungary.

• Measures  to  protect  and  support  the  minorities  are  connected  to  three  areas: 
legislation, the establishment o new legislative institutions, and financial support for 
the minorities. 

Legislation
A key part of conducting legislative tasks is the provision of basic constitutional 

rights and fundamental human rights and the monitoring of their implementation. In the 
area of minority policy, the promulgation into law in 1993 of Act LXXVII on the rights 
of the National and Ethnic Minorities was of prime importance.

In  line  with  the  Constitution  and  Act  LIX  of  1993  on  the  Parliamentary 
Commissioner for civil rights, the institution of the parliamentary commissioner for the 
protection  of  national  and  ethnic  minority  rights  was  established.  The  minorities 
ombudsman is responsible for investigating / having investigated any kind of abuse of 
the rights of national and ethnic minorities that comes to his/her attention. 

At the administrative level a new institution with a national sphere of authority 
appeared in 1990: the Office for the National and Ethnic Minorities. The Office prepares 
analyses on which the government bases resolutions concerning the minorities and drafts 
minority policy concepts. It harmonises the implementation of tasks of the government 
programme related to minorities,  and it  closely follows the implementation of  those 
minority tasks and duties, which belong to the state administrative bodies. The Minister 
of Justice supervises the activities of the Office.

The minority  act,  in  creating the  minority self-government  system,  applied  a 
special and unique method even by international standards. With the establishment of 
the minority local government system the minorities living in Hungary received the right 
whereby  they  could  legitimately  integrate  in  the  local  government  system,  so  that, 
during the course of conducting public affairs of local interest, the rights of the national 
and ethnic minorities living in the given settlement would also be upheld. 

Minority self-government system
Act LXXVII of 1993 on the Rights of National and Ethnic Minorities ensures the 

13 minorities that are native to Hungary have individual and collective minority rights- 
the right to personal autonomy and the right to establish local government bodies. The 
act gives the minorities the right to form local  and national local governments.  The 
minority local government is a completely new legal entity, the latest element of the 
Hungarian public law system.

As  far  as  the  minority  self-governments  are  concerned,  the  achievement  of 
cultural autonomy means the right to make a decision independently in their own sphere 
of authority on the establishment and to take-over and maintain institutions, particularly 
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in areas of local public education, local press and electronic media,  the nurturing of 
traditions and in culture.

The national minority self-governments elected by the local electorate represent 
the given minority at  national level.  In questions affecting minority groups they can 
request  information  from  the  public  administrative  bodies  and  can  table 
recommendations and initiate measures. 

It  can  be  stated  that  the  minority  self-government  system  in  Hungary  is  a 
functional, efficient means of interest representation, guaranteeing the minorities wide-
ranging participation in local and national affairs that affect them. 

BEST PRACTICES OF ROMA PROJECTS IN HUNGARY

LEGAL DEFENCE BUREAU FOR NATIONAL AND ETHNIC MINORITIES 
(NEKI)

The  Legal  Defence  Bureau  for  National  and  Ethnic  Minorities6 (NEKI)  was 
established  in  1994  by  the  Hungarian  Humanist  Society  within  the  framework  of 
Otherness  Foundation.  NEKI’s  founders  were  of  the  view  that  a  non-governmental 
organisation needs to be established in Hungary to defend and assist those persons that 
continuously suffer legal infringements and other grievances. It is well known that one 
of Hungary’s most vulnerable groups is the Romany population. The founders therefore 
established the  Otherness  Foundation,  the  primary aim of  which  is  to  provide  legal 
defence for members of any national or ethnic minorities in the country, including the 
Roma. 

NEKI, as an NGO, is entirely independent from other organisations, political parties 
or  governmental  interference.  Such  independence  was  one  of  NEKI’s  fundamental 
principles  upon  its  establishment  and  it  remains  so  in  order  to  guarantee  that  the 
organisation  would  carry  out  its  mission  impartially  and  professionally.  NEKI’s 
independence,  however,  is  not absolute.  The organisation is  influenced by numerous 
internal and external factors and it regularly co-operates with other organisations. This 
unavoidably  affects  the  work  of  the  organisation,  however,  its  true,  constitutional 
independence remains intact. (i.e. Donors cannot interfere with NEKI’s activities, with 
its legal strategies in individual cases or with its professional work.)

Fundamental principles
As it has been mentioned above, independence is one of NEKI’s fundamental 

principles,  however,  this  is  an attribute  of  all  non-governmental  organisations.  What 
does  make  NEKI  special  among  NGOs  is  those  fundamental  principles  which  are 
specific  to  legal  defence  and  the  organisation  itself.  The  following  fundamental 
principles prevail in its day to day work:

6 For more information visit www.neki.hu
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Continuity
One of the fundamental conditions and principles of NEKI’s work is that the 

Legal  Defence  Bureau  must  operate  continuously.  Thus  the  organisation  and  its 
employees shall always be able to provide legal assistance to complainants, provided 
that their complaints can be remedied by means employable by NEKI and that their 
complaints fulfil the requirements as described below. Legal assistance can be provided 
in a number of ways and within the framework of various procedures. Nevertheless, 
continuity is a precondition for the prevalence of all the other fundamental principles, as 
legal defence cannot be responsibly provided without ceaseless operation. Continuity, on 
the  other  hand,  cannot  be  guaranteed  without  appropriate  financial  and  personal 
conditions.

Subjects of Legal Defence
NEKI’s founders aimed at establishing an organisation that would provide legal 

defence for, and legal representation of, citizens that have been victims of discrimination 
or other legal infringements due to their national or ethnic origin. NEKI’s operation has 
been  and  continues  to  be  clearly  signified  by  this  aim:  it  can  only   provide  legal 
assistance for victims of alleged discrimination cases. A further condition for NEKI’s 
involvement in cases is that the alleged discrimination must have taken place in Hungary 
against a person or persons belonging to a national or ethic minority as recognised by 
the 1993. Act on National and Ethic Minorities (1993. évi LXXVII. törvény).

Discrimination
Although a detailed analysis  of  discrimination is  not  among the aims of this 

article, it is still worthwhile to provide a brief description of the term. Discrimination is 
an unlawful form of differential treatment. If a person or a group is treated differently 
from another person or group in an arbitrary manner as a result of which that person’s or 
group’s legal rights are violated that treatment is discriminatory. The so-called structure 
of discrimination rests on three pillars of unequal participants: a person in a decision 
making  position  treats  one  person  differently  from  another  arbitrarily,  causing  a 
disadvantage  to  that  person.  Although  this  is  a  rough  and  schematic  definition  of 
discrimination it is well applicable in practice. 

The concept of discrimination can be approached in both theoretical and practical 
terms. Although theory and practice can not be easily separated the difference between 
the two makes it difficult to define and apply the concept appropriately.  On one hand, 
overtly theoretical definitions are often more schematic and broad therefore they are 
more difficult to implement. On the other hand, definitions based on legal practice are 
rather  specific  it  is  easier  to  apply,  however,  they are  also less  comprehensive  then 
theoretical ones. The definition for the basis on which NEKI gets involved and provides 
legal defence in discrimination cases can also be problematic: the lack of a detailed and 
precise definition of discrimination can hamper our work, as, in some cases, it may be 
unclear whether a case is suitable for our agenda.

Overview
The two main sources of direct overview of NEKI’s operation is the Board of 

Directors of Otherness Foundation and the general public. The former exercises both 
professional and financial overview: on one hand, the Board oversees NEKI’s activities, 
on the other hand, it may define its future activities and tasks, although in practice the 
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Board solely provides guidance or approves proposals in this respect. Overview by the 
general  public  is  of  an  utterly  different  nature:  public  reactions  can  reflect  on  the 
efficiency of work and extent to which actions and statements can reach people. To date 
most work has received favourable reactions.

Prevalence of the law
One of the most important fundamental principles defining its work is that NEKI 

is only allowed to solve cases by legal means. As a result, the organisation can only 
assist in a case if legal means are available for its solution. Although this does not mean 
that all cases shall be concluded via court proceedings, all interventions in any other 
kind  of  proceedings  are  strictly  based  on  legal  sources  and  legal  arguments. 
Consequently, NEKI may not initiate proceedings or provide legal assistance if there are 
no legal provisions concerning a given case, or if the proceeding or decision complained 
of is in accordance with the law.

Regardless of the length of the proceedings NEKI follows all the cases it gets 
involved  in  to  the  end.  The  organisation  undertakes  every  case  in  which  ethnic 
discrimination is suspect regardless of whether it is newsworthy or not. In other words: 
publicity is not NEKI’s principle aim, although, whenever it is not detrimental to a case, 
the organisation utilises the media as a means to inform the general public and draw 
attention to discriminative practices.

On the basis of the regulation concerning data protection the names of clients can 
only be published upon their explicit request. Names cannot be published even upon 
request if the publication could violate the rights or lawful interest of either the client or 
his  or her family.  Thus, in the annual report  entitled the “White Booklet”,  cases are 
published with initials, both with regard to the clients and to other persons, organs or 
authorities concerned in the case.

As mentioned above, NEKI only proceeds in cases in which discrimination can 
be  detected.  It  has  also  been  indicated  that  the  practical  implementation  of  this 
seemingly simple principle is difficult. Apart from the problems concerning theoretical 
definitions  of  discrimination,  the  insufficiency  of  the  Hungarian  legislation  in  this 
respect, as well as the lack of consistent legal practice, especially in the field of law 
enforcement, needs to be emphasised. All this can cause serious difficulties in examining 
and filtering the cases received by the organisation in order to decide whether we further 
proceedings  can  be  taken.  Furthermore,  the  above  deficiencies  can  cause  serious 
obstacles in proceeding with individual cases and often require that “non-traditional” 
and innovative means of legal representation are applied.

Cases may not be represented concerning conflicts among members of the same 
national or ethnic minority. Assistance can not be provided in cases of conflict among 
minority  organisations  or  conflicts  within  a  family.  Although  conflict  resolution  or 
mediation may be necessary on certain occasions, proceedings based on these techniques 
are outside of professional mandate.

Legal defence
Legal defence is a complex activity. Its primary aim is to provide assistance in 

individual cases. As it has been mentioned above, legal defence of members belonging 
to national or ethnic minorities cannot be effective if provided on an ad hoc basis, the 
continuous operation of the organisation is a precondition for long term success. On the 
other hand, legal defence can be part of a mission as well: it can aim at informing and 
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educating  the  majority  population  concerning  matters  relating  to  minorities  and 
discrimination.  This  mission is  mainly carried  out  by taking discrimination cases  to 
court, with the primary aim of making legal defence more efficient and more effective 
with  regard  to  both  the  individual  case  in  question  and,  on  the  long  run,  in 
discrimination cases in general.

NEKI’s employees carry out a wide range of activities. There are eight full time 
employees at present, and there are a number of attorneys, experts and student regularly 
assisting. The office receives complaints both by mail and telephone. It is an important 
principle that NEKI never go after a case: clients are not chosen nor are individuals 
specifically encouraged to make use of its services. NEKI does not proceed in any case 
unless the organisation and the complainant receive a complaint or plaintiff explicitly 
requests our assistance.

NEKI’s employees often visit clients in their residences. The reason for this is 
that  most  clients  are  unable to  visit  the office due to financial  constraints  and long 
travelling hours. On site fact-finding can also be essential in certain cases.

NEKI has three “partner-offices” and employees outside of Budapest. Although 
these offices are not local branches of the organisation and the local employees work 
part-time, they enable work to proceed more efficiently in cases originating from their 
locality.

On average NEKI receives 100-150 complaints a year. If discrimination can be 
established,  which  concerns  approximately  one  third  of  the  complaints,  NEKI’s 
employees carry out on-site fact-finding. (Of course all of the complaints received by the 
organisation are thoroughly examined.) During fact-finding NEKI’s employees visit the 
complainant, and, if necessary, also interview officials of the local authorities concerned 
in the case. If  assistance is requested in cases which are in progress, it is necessary to 
collect the relevant documents from the prosecutors’ offices and courts. Thus, during the 
preparation of cases, continuous contact is needed with the authorities concerned. NEKI 
often requests expert’s opinions as well,  to examine controversial matters or matters 
requiring special competence. Such opinions can be requested before, during or parallel 
to official proceedings. If a matter needs to be taken before a court, NEKI commissions 
attorneys to represent the client. However, NEKI’s trainee attorneys are also entitled to 
represent clients before the courts and other authorities.

NEKI’s role may substantially change with Hungary’s accession to the European 
Union.  EU  Directive  No.  43/2000  requires  Member  States  to  enable  certain  non-
governmental organisations to provide direct legal representation before courts and other 
authorities.  At  present,  under  Hungarian  legislation  NEKI  as  an  organisation,  its 
employees or director cannot provide legal representation of a client neither before the 
courts nor before other authorities: the organisation needs to contract attorneys for each 
individual case.

On-site fact finding is  of special  importance in NEKI’s work, as during fact-
finding missions it can be established whether the infringement complained of is related 
to the national or ethnic origin of the complainant. Thus, NEKI can establish whether it 
can  undertake  the  representation  of  the  case,  and,  if  so,  what  legal  remedies  are 
available.
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SOME SELECTED CASES OF NEKI

One of  NEKI’s  primary aims is  to  pursue  cases  in  which  the  discriminatory 
nature of the measure or act at hand can be emphasised. It needs to be noted that at 
present courts are quite reluctant to pursue such cases regardless of whether they are 
filed by NEKI, other NGOs or independent attorneys. Obviously, to judge whether an 
act  or  measure  is  discriminative  is  not  easy,  in  many cases  it  is  a  matter  of  legal 
approach, however, Hungarian courts often reject complaints concerning discrimination 
in order to maintain their general practice.

The majority of the lawsuits initiated by NEKI are civil proceedings, especially 
those concerning violation of personal rights. There could be a number of reasons to 
initiate such proceedings: discrimination in access to public premises, such as bars or 
restaurants,  discrimination  in  the  provision  of  social  allowances  (especially of  those 
provided by municipal authorities) and discriminatory treatment by the police. NEKI 
also represents cases originating in the private sphere and files complaints not only in 
cases  in  which  governmental  or  municipal  organs  or  their  employees  discriminate 
against a person, but also if an employee of a club or a journalist violates the basic rights 
of a person belonging to a minority. A typical subgroup of our cases concern Romany 
persons being disallowed to enter the premises of bars,  clubs or restaurants or them 
being denied service in such premises solely because of their Romany origin. NEKI 
achieved significant successes in such cases, including the case of Mr.  Góman from 
Pécs, or in a more recent case concerning a bar in a small village in Nógrád county, 
where Romany citizens have been denied access for years. The court granted NEKI’s 
action in the case that is still in progress.

Labour law is another significant field concerning discrimination against Roma. 
Although  labour  law is  one  of  the  most  elaborated  fields  concerning  prohibition  of 
discrimination,  it  is  also  one  of  the  most  difficult  field  to  enforce  the  available 
legislation in. The significance of the Hungarian labour act is that in cases of alleged 
discrimination the burden of proof is reversed: it is the employers’ duty to prove that an 
act or omission complained of was  not discriminative.  This provision applies to pre-
employment procedures as well.  Most of NEKI’s cases belong to the latter category. 
Experience  shows  that  the  current,  scarce,  legal  practice  courts  often  require  the 
plaintiff,  that  is  the  client,  to  provide  evidence  concerning  the  facts  preceding  the 
discriminatory  act.  This  requirement  is  in  accordance  with  procedural  regulations, 
however, such facts are extremely difficult to prove. In typical cases job applicants are 
interviewed by one single individual, therefore there are no available witnesses of the 
discriminative decision. Such plaintiffs need to provide evidence for a number of facts: 
whether there was a job opening with the potential employer, whether the plaintiff was 
at the premises of the interview in question, whether he or she was interviewed, whether 
he or she was qualified for the position, etc. It does not need to be explained that job 
applicants rarely take their acquaintances to their own job interview.

In such cases NEKI employs a specific method, a so-called “testing” in order to 
ensure that a discriminatory act or omission could later be proven. The testing is carried 
out by two groups of persons, one belonging to the minority group, the other one to the 
majority population. The two groups visit  the premises of the alleged discrimination 
shortly one after another, being it a club, café or a workplace. Both groups make careful 
observations to  see whether  the employees’ acts  are  in  violation of  the law,  that  is, 
whether they act in a discriminatory way. Afterwards members of the test groups fill out 
a questionnaire on the basis of their observations and experience. These questionnaires 
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are attached to NEKI’s submission in the proceedings initiated later, and the organisation 
also  requests  the  authorities  in  these  cases  to  hear  members  of  the  test  groups  as 
witnesses.

Hungarian court practice is ambiguous as to the admissibility of such forms of 
evidence.  Some courts  accept  them others  do not.  However,  the testing method has 
positively influenced NEKI’s cases on a number of instances.

Proceedings are also initiated concerning alleged discrimination in administrative 
proceedings  or  discriminatory  treatment  by  the  police.  If  a  complaint  is  received 
concerning a discriminatory administrative decision (these are mostly related to issuing 
permits and licences, or to decisions concerning granting social aid), a judicial review is 
requested of the administrative decision in question. NEKI has submitted a number of 
petitions  of  such  nature  before  the  Constitutional  Court  of  Hungary.  Proceedings 
initiated before the Constitutional Court can bring success in general matters rather then 
in individual cases.

Indirect  discrimination  is  another  matter  that  is  typical  in  a  large  number of 
cases,  including  those  in  administrative  proceedings.  In  such  cases  persons  are  not 
discriminated against openly: individual measures might be brought in accordance with 
the  law,  however  the  end  result  may  still  be  discriminatory.  In  such  cases  both 
discrimination and discriminative intent are difficult to prove. Indirect discrimination 
might also be practised by the authorities in the form of differential treatment of clients 
belonging to national or ethnic minorities.

NEKI’s  approach  to  criminal  cases  also  needs  to  be  mentioned.  Criminal 
offenders are represented by the organisation only if such an offender has been a victim 
of physical abuse or other violation by the authorities, and only if the infringement was 
due to the offender’s national or ethnic origin. Most often NEKI represent victims of 
crimes in which the plaintiff has fallen victim due to his or her national or ethnic origin. 
NEKI places special emphasis on the representation of clients belonging to minorities 
that have been abused by authorities, most typically by the police. It is our practice that 
once  a  criminal  judgement  is  brought,  a  civil  suit  is  also  filed  and  a  request 
compensation for the material and psychological damages suffered by the plaintiff.

OTHER ACTIVITIES

As it has been suggested earlier, NEKI aims at finding multiple solutions to the 
cases  it  works  on  so  that  failing  one  procedure  other  ways  would  remain  open for 
successful conclusion. Generally, if domestic proceedings fail to provide appropriate or 
satisfactory  remedies  NEKI  pursues  the  case  before  international  bodies,  typically 
before the European Court of Human Rights. Naturally, such proceedings can only be 
initiated with clients’ express consent. The costs of such international proceedings are 
always covered by the organisation, similar to domestic proceedings.

NEKI regularly takes part in specific research and other projects as well. Among the 
most  significant  research  projects  were those concerning provision of  non-pecuniary 
damages, examination of the operation of labour centres and the examination of police 
abuse.  All  research  projects  are  concluded  by  publication  of  a  detailed  study 
summarising  concluding  observations.  The  above  mentioned  three  research  projects 
were the most successful and each resulted in a comprehensive study.

Apart from its basic activities NEKI also participates in a number of projects. 
Some of these projects  promote co-operation among different  NGOs working in the 
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field,  others  allow us  to  represent  cases  which  could  not  necessarily  be  undertaken 
within the framework of our basic activities, mainly due to financial constraints. These 
projects also enable NEKI’s employees to publish studies and professional articles on 
the lessons learnt and the aftermath of cases undertaken within those projects as well as 
on the general professional experience of the organisation.

NEKI publishes its annual report entitled the White Booklet, which describes the 
most significant cases undertaken in that year. Publication of the White Booklet is one of 
the manifestations of allowing a public overview of its activities: the cases represented 
by  NEKI  are  documented  and  analysed  in  it  in  detail  with  utmost  respect  for 
professional and factual accuracy. This publication does not represent each and every 
single  case  the  organisation  has  worked  on.  Rather  the  most  outstanding  ones  are 
selected describing all significant aspect of these cases, presenting their facts in detail on 
the basis of all available documents. Legal arguments presented by NEKI as well as by 
other  parties  concerned in  the  case  are  also  introduced completed  with  professional 
comments criticism or even refutation, if needed. No doubt that due to the professional 
nature of the publication it affects a rather narrow circle of professionals even though the 
publication is distributed to every client concerned in it as well as to numerous organs 
and organisations that are in professional contact with NEKI.

The primary task  to  secure  and organise  NEKI’s  maintenance  and operation. 
Considering  that  NEKI  is  not  a  market-oriented  organisation  it  works  much  below 
commercial prices, work can only maintained by securing sufficient funding. This far –
luckily- there have always been donors that valued and financially supported the work 
carried out by the organisation. The necessity of maintaining the organisation is also 
reinforced by its nearly ten years of continuous operation proving that there is a need 
and demand for the quality work carried out by us. NEKI’s assistance continues to be 
requested, even though a number of other non-governmental organisations have been 
established to provide legal defence for Roma and other minorities, and the Ministry of 
Justice has also established a legal defence network in co-operation with the National 
Roma Self Government. These latter organisations are essential, but NEKI’s influence 
can easily be measured by the fact, that,  although the above mentioned network has 
established branches in every single county, NEKI continues to receive a large number 
of complaints of a similar nature as it has before. Sceptics may say that the amount of 
complaints received every year can also be a proof of NEKI’s activities being unable to 
bring  about  positive  changes.  However,  it  can  be  said  these  complaints  prove  that 
persons belonging to national and ethnic minorities are becoming more informed about, 
and trusting towards,  legal proceedings,  and instead of accepting their  grievances or 
taking the  law into  their  own hands,  they are willing to  pursue  their  cases  in  court 
proceedings.  It  is  a  long  but  instructive  process  both  for  potential  clients  and  the 
organisation itself, similar to the long process of maturing towards adulthood.
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MAKING THE RIGHTS-ENFORCEMENT OF THE ROMA COMMUNITY IN 
NAGYKANIZSA MORE EFFECTIVE

TARGET GROUP

The city of Nagykanizsa is located in Zala County, a county with advantageous 
natural  resources.  The  nearness  of  Lake  Balaton  and  vivid  tourist  industry  brings 
advantages for Nagykanizsa itself as well. The presence of industry also offers various 
further advantages for the city, which is the centre of local oil industry.
With its 55,000 inhabitants Nagykanizsa is the second biggest city in the county. The 
estimated Romany population in county is 20.000 person out of 20% and 4.000 live in 
Nagykanizsa and its outskirts and further in Kiskanizsa and Bagola towns with very bad 
transportation. 

The Romany Minority Local Government of Nagykanizsa – Initial steps

The  Romany  Minority  Local  Government  (RMSG)  was  founded  after  the 
elections in Nagykanizsa in January 1995. The elected representatives of RMSG - just 
like in other places - were not well prepared for the comprehensive task facing them. 
They had to form an office, organisation of RMSG, co-operation with leaders of the city 
to represent more effectively the Romanies’ interests in policy of the town. Also the 
Romany community expected rapid results although RMSG was not in the possession of 
appropriate resources. Leaders recognised that they had to obtain some basic skills and 
knowledge to represent their community effectively towards the local leaders and other 
leaders of the region.

The Partners Hungary Foundation7 helped RMSG to overcome initial difficulties: 
the  staff  of  the  Foundation  organised  training  courses  and  facilitated  co-operative 
planning session. These aimed to make the staff of RMSG capable of using these skills 
in dealing with conflicts in effective communication during negotiations and during the 
enforcement of rights.

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

1995

In the first year of co-operation calculation of the size of the task ahead started 
with  the  participation  of  organisations  of  the  county  RMSG.  Leaders  of  RMSGs 
working in Zala County and chief consultant of Zala County Assembly responsible for 
minority matters took part in facilitated meetings. During the meeting it was discussed 
that  RMSG  would  take  part  in  training  courses  of  Partners  Hungary  Foundation. 
According to this several skill developing session took place in 1995 where participants 
became acquainted with negotiation and communication skills. Also in this year basic 
communication skills developing courses for Romany children from Zala County were 
held.

7 For more information visit www.partnershungary.hu or contact us at partners@partnershungary.hu
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Partners  Hungary  established  connections  with  several  leaders  of  townships  in  the 
county so in June 1995 mayors present at the main county town could get information 
about work, goals and programmes of the Foundation.
1996-1997

The work of Romany Minority Local Government started to bring its first results. 
Tolerance  Day  conference  was  organised.  Courses  for  Romany  children  and  social 
workers co-operating with RMSGs were continued. By detecting resources those from 
Nagykanizsa  could  consider  more  and  more  significant  developmental  tasks:  their 
results called the attention of both county RMSGs and supporters to them. 

This activity continued in 1997 as well, the summer courses in skill development 
for Romany children became regular. Some students now attend secondary schools or 
gained their high school degree or may soon start their studies in higher education. 

1998

1998 was the year of elections so the leaders and members of RMSG had high 
expectations: primarily that the local Romany community would accomplish the work 
that RMSG had done with its partners in the previous three years. It was enormous work 
since  the  goal  of  the  above-mentioned  activities  was  to  break  out  the  Romany 
communities  from  isolation  and  find  a  way  of  communication  with  local  majority 
society.  To reach this  goal  new skills  and knowledge were needed,  because without 
effective right enforcement the undertaken goals would have been unreachable.

Partners  Hungary  Foundation  intended  to  support  the  establishment  and 
reinforcement of new RMSGs and it undertook organisation development of institutions 
at county-level, which was necessary for building-up co-operation.

As the first step of the programme supported by the European Union in January 
and  February further  meetings  took place  to  size  up  demands  with  participation  of 
mayors  and RMSG leaders  from Zala  County.  The  aim of  the  first  session  held  in 
February  1998  was  to  prepare  candidates  for  approaching  elections.  Participants  in 
session had opportunity to get acquainted with causes of prejudice, the structural and 
personal  conditions  of  confidence  building  and  nature  of  conflicts  and  methods  to 
resolve  them. They also  received information about  minority,  self-governmental  and 
electoral laws and tasks to be done prior to the elections. 

The  Foundation  and RMSGs  continued  to  make  an  accurate  plan  about  pre-
electoral tasks, the work to be done after the elections and re-thought together tasks 
deriving from obligations and opportunities  of  RMSGs.  Therefore,  participants  were 
well prepared for the elections.

The work brought result: 38 new RMSGs were set up in the county. Mostly they 
formed the first civil Romany organisation called ‘The Nostru’ in the county.

The period between 1995 and 1998 brought important results:

• Representatives  of  RMSG  learnt  basic  theories  of  effective  communication, 
negotiation and right enforcement and they could make good use of them during 
their practical work. Hence RMSGs could work effectively, systematically and as 
a result appreciation towards them grew significantly in the city and the county. 
László  Teleki,  re-elected  leader  of  Nagykanizsa  Romany  Minority  Local 
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Government,  was  elected  to  the  representative  body of  local  government  of 
Nagykanizsa.

• A  daily  connection  was  built  up  with  the  top  placed  staff  of  the  local 
governments and mayors.

• The  organisation  of  the  Romany  communities  became  more  sophisticated 
because there were more RMSGs set up after the 1998 elections than in 1994, a 
Romany civil right enforcement organisation was formed. Romanies living in the 
county appreciated the elected organisations.

• During its work Partners Hungary Foundation got in touch with Romany leaders 
of neighbouring counties too who also welcomed the help provided. 

Steps and results of co-operation until the end of 2000

COMMUNITY HOUSE AND ITS PROGRAMMES - NAGYKANIZSA

Plans to realise a two-year-period programme in 1998 commenced with the help 
of  Partners  Hungary Foundation with the aim of  supporting the activity of  Romany 
Community House set up in Nagykanizsa. The local government was ready to provide a 
place for Community House by offering an old school building in addition they covered 
salaries of an employee in contribution to starting the Community House. 

Based on earlier experiences it was clear that problems might basically be expected 
in three fields:

• Education
• Employment
• Discrimination

Therefore, the main task of the established Community House is to focus on the 
three above-mentioned territories. Young Romanies can get special educational help in 
the  Community  House  during  Weekend  College  courses.  Woodworking  and  sewing 
courses  were  organised  with  job-offers  for  those  completing  the  courses.  For  the 
operation of local government and successful tenders provided the necessary financial 
background.

There were some changes in the leadership of some local government after the 1998 
elections  thus  as  a  first  step,  new  mayors  were  informed  about  the  plan  of  the 
Community House.

One  of  the  most  successful  programmes  of  Romany Community House  was  an 
enterprise-training course for Romanies.  Romany participants  had the opportunity to 
learn  the  basics  of  strategic  planning  and  business  planning  in  a  150-hour  training 
course. This is an important field of the work of the Community House because the 
starting of their own business means work- and living-possibilities for Romanies. As a 
result 8 youngsters started their own self-enterprises.

Besides enterprise training courses other courses started at the Community House as 
well, for instance a computer programme course to Romany children.
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The  programmes  scheduled  for  1999  already  depended  on  the  operation  of  the 
Community House. Partners Hungary joined the work of the Community House: among 
planned training courses were conflict resolution, intercultural and negotiation courses, 
but they also planned to carry on with the co-operative planning project. Even in 2000 
the  enterprise,  labour  market  and  work  culture  training  courses  became  the  most 
important because they intended to improve Romanies’ employment position.

To  enhance  integration  into  labour  market  –  although  it  does  not  belong  to  the 
primary goals of Partners Hungary – was also accomplished in the form of training. The 
objectives  of  the  training  were  to  educate  participants  on  communication  skills  and 
techniques of effective interest representation. Among the topics of trainings one could 
find  preparation  and  presentation  of  a  professional  CV  and  introduction  of  an 
organisation/enterprise to business partners. 

As  the  RMSG  of  Nagykanizsa  considers  the  decrease  in  the  disadvantages  of 
Romany children to be one of its most important goals there was demand for a training 
that offers useful information and skills for kindergarten teachers working with Romany 
children.  The  training  aimed  to  help  teachers  understand  the  reasons  behind  their 
conflicts with parents, and offer ways to prevent such conflicts or solve them. 
M2 Ide!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

A totally five-year project was planned to be finished in August-September 2000 but 
due to extent of the work started, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs prolonged their 
support for a half year longer, until March 2001. 

The main task of the period between 1998 and 2000 was the calculation of demand 
in connection with establishment of a Romany Community House, strategic planning of 
its  organisation and operation and continuation of already started skills  development 
courses.

Community House provides several services:

• They intended to continue  training of current and prospective members of 
RMSGs

• The building also offers room for civil organisations
• It gives opportunity for training Romany entrepreneurs
• It supports the education of talented Romany children
• It organises courses to teach traditional Romany handicrafts
• It hosts the club of Romany youngsters

In this  meaning the institution fulfilled the goals:  it  has  a  central  role  in the 
region, it is well known and appreciated. 

THE WEEKEND COLLEGE

The  problem  of  the  education  of  Romany  children  was  solved  within  the 
framework of  the  afore-mentioned  Weekend  College.  Due  to  their  bad  housing  and 
social  environment,  Romany  children’s  learning  conditions  at  home  are  often 
insufficient. The RMSG organised the College for children of nursery-, elementary-, and 
secondary schools with the following aims:
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• To prepare for elementary school education. The training gives basic knowledge 
for the children to accomplish the first four years of primary studies with the 
fewest possible difficulties.

• To  prevent  elementary  school  children  from abandoning  school  due  to  their 
overage or weak learning results

• To prepare children for their repeated exams
• To make them ready to enter secondary schools after they finished elementary 

school
• To give special courses for the talented children

Besides  the  programmes for  talented  children  and  for  the  ones  that  are  lagging 
behind, the College also gives training in knowledge and skills beyond the curriculum. 
The  shortages  of  language  skills  both  in  Romany  and  Hungarian  mean  a  common 
disadvantage for Romany communities, therefore the teaching of Romany language is 
also undertaken by the College.

In  addition  to  the  education,  children  are  also  provided  with  free  meals  at  the 
Community House. The results really show the success so far: as an outcome of the 
educational work of the local teachers 85-90 children attend the Community House, and 
105 children have entered schools giving final exams. None of the children, attending 
the programmes of the Community House,  have failed, and two Romany youngsters 
have entered higher education.

Besides  the  reading  and  folklore  events  strengthening  identity-awareness  an 
exhibition was also organised of the products of Romany handicrafts. The importance of 
recognition  and  cultivation  of  Romany  culture  was  acknowledged  by  the  school 
directors too, hence it became part of the local curriculum. The result is that 5-8 grade 
students of the city (about 5000 non-Romany children) can get to know Romany culture 
and history. The programme has already started in six local secondary schools.

The  traditional  Romany trades  are  cultivated  too.  Woodworking  and toy-making 
courses were organised free of charge, and Romany families get theoretical and practical 
courses about animal breeding and horticulture. The knowledge and practise of these 
traditional trades might greatly contribute to preserving their cultural identity.

In late 2000 the work at the local and county level went on at the country level: with 
the active participation of the Romany leaders in Nagykanizsa the National Association 
of  Romany Organisations was founded.  In 2001 the leader of  the National  Romany 
Minority  local  government  (who  is  at  the  same  time  the  leader  of  the  Romany 
organisation  Lungo  Drom)  pledged  himself  to  the  right-wing  government.  So,  the 
Hungarian  Romas  were  politically  divided.  The  Association  decided  to  build  up 
connections  to  the  opposition  of  that  time  following  the  ideas  of  democracy  and 
solidarity. In spring 2002 the coalition of the social democrats and the liberals won the 
elections. The new government established the Roma State Secretary, and László Teleki, 
the leader of the Nagykanizsa Romany Minority local government. At the minority local 
government elections (which are held at the same time with the municipal elections) the 
National Association of Romany Organisations became the second strongest Romany 
organisation besides the Lungo Drom.
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RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

The  example  of  Nagykanizsa  has  started  to  become  well  known  and  of  great 
appreciation within the Romany community. It is small wonder that the example has 
several  followers  in  those regions (e.g.  Tiszavasvári  and Ózd),  where the Romanies 
suffer from similar problems. It is a very important step, because the experiences having 
gained on other grounds might be very valuable for other communities as well.  If a 
Romany community helps another by giving over its experience and work methods, then 
the lasting success is more likely, and the social benefits are obvious.

The  case  of  Nagykanizsa  showed,  that  it  is  possible  to  discuss  and  carry  out 
successful  programmes  jointly  in  Romany  communities.  The  programmes  can  be 
successful in the short run, but it has some important prerequisites.
It can be seen that local projects involving the concerned parties are more efficient than 
the  national  campaign-like  ones.  For  the  success  it  is  essential,  that  Romany 
communities are able to overcome their traditional factions and the leaders should do 
unconditionally  everything  for  their  community  putting  aside  rivalry  and  personal 
conflicts. Elsewhere, where faction and rivalry are present Romanies cannot count on 
the support of the local self-governments, which was a prerequisite of the success in 
Nagykanizsa.
Local  Romany leaders  re-thought  their  good  ideas  in  a  process  -  facilitated  by the 
Partners Hungary Foundation - that was based on a thorough survey of demand in every 
case.  The  example  shows  that  in  case  Romanies  experience  that  their  opinion  is 
important they are listened to then they believe that the concept based on the ideas is 
their own and they take an active role in its implementation. 

CONFLICT-HANDLING THROUGH CO-OPERATIVE PLANNING

TARGET GROUP

Tiszavasvári is a town of nearly 15.000 inhabitants in the northeast region of 
Hungary (Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County). All in all, this region was the most severely 
stricken  by  the  social-economic  changes,  since  many  of  the  factories,  having  been 
founded  in  the  socialist  era,  were  closed  down or  transformed.  Unemployment  was 
above 20% in the 1990s (against the national 10-11%) and no jobs have been created 
since the 1980s. In addition, an important pharmaceutical company was privatised and 
hundreds of people, including a great number of Romas, were dismissed.

The Romas account for the 15-20 per cent of the population in the region, that is 
their highest rate in the country. The Roma inhabitants of Tiszavasvári (approximately 
1.2000-1.600  persons)  form  two  communities.  The  smaller  Romungro  one 
(approximately 400-600 people) lives in the so-called büdi quarter at one end of the 
township,  while  the bigger  Olah one (approximately 800-1.100 persons)  lives at  the 
opposite end of the town in the Széles út neighbourhood. The two groups have little 
contact and the social, cultural difference between them is big. There are hardly any 
cross-marriages, and since they live, even in the physical sense of the word, separately, 
their children go to different schools.

The social-economic difference is also big between the Roma groups. At present 
the unemployment rate is very high among the Romas living in the büdi quarter, whereas 
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employment was almost 100% before the change of regime. Because of the latter, the 
living standards of the büdi quarter hardly differ from the majority of the Hungarian 
society, characterised by big family houses with gardens and roads. While there is some 
contact  between Romas and Hungarians  through their  jobs,  the  other  kind of  social 
contact is diminishing between them.

On the other hand the Olah gypsy population lives in miserable poverty, totally 
isolated  from mainstream society.  Before  1989 only 30% of  the  Olah  gypsy  adults 
worked as unqualified hands in the two big industrial sectors that were the most severely 
stricken by the changes-in agriculture and housing industry. They were the first to lose 
their jobs, and they do not have any opportunities today either. As a consequence of this, 
the Olah community almost entirely makes ends meet from government benefits. The 
roofs of the houses of Széles út frequently have missing parts, the windows are without 
glass, the houses do not have piped water, and in winter they are heated by small stoves, 
the streets are full of dirt and the stray dogs represent a constant sanitary threat. Big 
families live in these houses with lots of children.

A part of the above mentioned problems is not new in its nature, it existed during 
socialism as well. The living conditions of the Olah gypsies were always worse than the 
rest of the population’s from all points of view, but they deteriorated even further in the 
90s  as  unemployment  came close  to  100%.  During  socialism,  these  people  had the 
chance to have contact with the majority society through workplaces and schools. By 
now it has changed, so the Olah gypsies live in an almost totally isolated way from 
mainstream society.
 By  1996,  the  ‘Roma  question’ became  the  main  concern,  which  the  local 
authority had to  face  with.  A dramatic  rise  in  crime gave fuel  to  hostile  prejudices 
against the Romas in the general populus. In fact a kind of segregation came about in the 
town (the classrooms and dining rooms were used separately) due to parents’ demand 
that their children should be separated from the Roma children due to sanitary reasons. 
As a result of this, there was a sense of growing desperation among the Romas, who felt 
that ‘the Hungarians wanted to exclude them from everything’, while a whole generation 
of Roma children grew up without ever having seen their parents work.

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

A teacher, working at the college of the capital of the county, got in touch with 
Partners  Hungary.  He  spoke  about  the  situation  of  Tiszavasvári  and  he  organised  a 
meeting with the mayor in May 1996. The local authorities were open for  co-operation 
and asked for the assistance of Partners Hungary with the duel purpose of ‘forming the 
local  representation of  the two Roma communities  and getting the  local  authority a 
Roma partner of negotiation.’
After several official and not official meetings with the local authorities and the Romas, 
Partners Hungary identified the problems as follows:

1. The lack of Roma-Roma (Olah and Romungro) co-operation
2. Difficulties  in  communication and co-operation as  well  as  the existence of  open 

conflicts between the Romas and the local majority Hungarian society.

From May to November 1996 Partners Hungary held several meetings with local 
organisations and the representatives of the Romas and with some selected people, who 
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were invited to a co-operative planning meeting. To prepare the participants, a skill-
building session was held for the 15 participants before the meeting to improve their 
communicative, co-operative abilities and negotiation techniques. (These people were 
the colleagues of the local authority, teachers, civic organisations and six people from 
the Roma communities-four of them from the büdi quarter and two of them from Széles 
út.)

The meeting, in which  participants had mostly different opinions, but in some cases 
shared the same one, was facilitated by Partners Hungary. Working in small groups the 
participants made a long list of concrete suggestions to be made in order to improve the 
Roma-Roma and the Roma-Hungarian relationship in four different fields:

1. The concrete improvement of the living conditions in Széles út and the büdi quarter
2. Measures to be taken to improve the educational and workplace perspectives of the 

Romas
3. Measures to be taken to ensure the vaccination of the Roma children
4. Measures to be taken in order to unify and activate the Roma community for setting 

up a CKÖ (gypsy minority self-government) for the 1998 elections.

Not long after the meeting was the first local gypsy organisation, the Union of the 
Romas  of  Tiszavasvári  founded  by  12  members  of  the  Romungro  community.  The 
organisation of cultural and sport activities for both of the Roma communities and the 
development of the representation of the Romas’ interests were its main objectives. By 
giving the union financial support from his own budget, the mayor made it clear, that the 
Union had the goodwill of the official organisations.

In May 1997 Partners Hungary, responding to  demands, organised an efficient two-
day session to develop the communication and negotiation skills for the members of the 
Roma union. After the session the Roma union clarified its objectives: to support the 
higher education of the Romas, to keep the Roma quarters tidy, to co-operate intensively 
with the local authority and to realise the CKÖ elections in Tiszavasvári.

The scandal of the school-leaving celebration

Shortly after this however, Tiszavasvári got into the centre of  national attention, 
when the Hungarian press discovered that one of the elementary schools of Tiszavasvári 
had organised a separate school-leaving celebration for 17 Olah gypsy children. Under 
the scrutiny of the press it  was also revealed, that  the Romas usually had had their 
classes in a separate building of the school, and they had not been not allowed to use the 
canteen and the gym of the school. The official staff of the school also confirmed that 
this had been the way the non-Roma children had been protected from the infections 
carried by the Roma children. The local authority came under national and international 
pressure.

The new Union of the Romas of Tiszavasvári had a hard-line stance against the 
authorities at the beginning. However, after several consultations with Partners Hungary, 
they changed their focus from the emotional approach to concentrating on the interests 
of the Roma community.

They investigated the matter then and, by activating the progressive Communal 
House; they tried to direct the attention of public life towards the improvement of the 
Roma children’s sanitary and hygienic conditions. In the meantime, by informing the 
national media about the problems of the Romas in Tiszavasvári in an objective way, 
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they tried to be mediators and they took part with the mayor and a representative of the 
Olah community in a discussion organised by the national television.

Taking everything into account, the negative publicity generated by the scandal 
of the school-leaving celebration strengthened the endeavours of the local authorities to 
improve the living conditions of the Roma community in Tiszavasvári. An agreement 
was  made  for  instance  between  the  Roma  union  of  Tiszavasvári,  the  local  self-
government and the school that the students would take part in the same school-leaving 
celebration in 1998, provided:

1. They have finished the previous year successfully
2. They have complied with the minimal requirements of hygiene. The parents and the 

children  were  satisfied  with  this  solution  from both  the  Olah  community’s  and 
Hungarian inhabitants’ parts.

 STEPS OF THE PROJECT BETWEEN 1998-2000

Partners Hungary went on working intensively in Tiszavasvári. Before the CKÖ 
elections,  they  held  a  communication  and  conflict-handling  session  dealing  with 
information about the coming elections for the candidates of the CKÖ elections.  In 
1998 the CKÖ was formed. All the parties shared the opinion that the CKÖ was not the 
real representative of the local Roma population yet, four of its five members come from 
the Romungro community and only one comes from the much bigger Olah community.

After forming the minority self-government, Partners Hungary organised another 
session  about  the  legal  environment  of  the  CKÖs  and  gave  a  basic  financial, 
administrative knowledge involving the representatives of the local self-government too, 
with the purpose of getting them acquainted with the new CKÖ. Sessions later on were 
held only when there were special demands for them.

Such an important project was the one, which was organised on the initiative of 
the Union for the Mental Assistance of the People Living Along the Tisza (TELSE): the 
co-operative planning meeting of Széles út.

The TELSE project-focusing on the demands of the Olah gypsies 

In the middle of May 2000, Partners Hungary took part in a new local initiative, 
which focused on the problems of the Olah gypsy population. The TELSE is a local 
civic  organisation,  which  won  support  for  a  PHARE project  to  start  a  community-
developing  programme  in  the  quarter  of  the  Olah  gypsies.  The  trainer  of  Partners 
Hungary facilitated the meetings.

The process began with two large-scale co-operative meetings in the Communal 
House  of  Széles  út  (involving  an  unprecedented  large  number  of  Olah  gypsy 
inhabitants).  The Olah gypsy people met the town-leaders in  charge on four or five 
occasions. At the first  meeting there was a general  evaluation of the problems, then 
structuring the problems, and then four thematic, problem solving, co-operative planning 
discussions followed. The town-leaders, being responsible for the given field, always 
took part in the meetings, giving a chance to direct consultation.
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As the dedication and interest of the town became almost permanent towards the 
Roma case, it was not difficult to take further important steps with the co-operation of 
the professional leaders of the town. In 2001 a club was formed for Roma parents in one 
of  the  elementary  schools  of  the  büdi  quarter.  The  parents  and  the  teachers  meet 
regularly  in  the  club,  there  are  programmes  with  invited  lecturers,  and  trips  are 
organised. The headmaster of the school also takes part in the operation of the club.

At  the  end  of  2001  a  round-table  was  formed  with  the  participation  of  the 
institutions  and  organisations  involved  in  the  Roma  case  of  the  town.  The  15-20 
member-group, in which headmasters,  principals of nurseries, the director of the job 
office,  the  Centre  of  Social  Services,  the  representative  of  the  self-government,  the 
police, churches, civic organisations, and invited guests work on a regular basis with 
Roma leaders of course, has monthly meetings. They consider it as their duty to inform 
each other,  to find solutions for the problems that  have arisen,  and to discover  new 
possibilities of tenders. The colleague of Partners Hungary facilitates these meetings. As 
an important result of this town-leadership-level co-operation, the participants formed a 
Roma-Hungarian civic organisation to make the co-operation more effective.

Year 2002 was also the year of the election of the new CKÖ. Partners Hungary 
Foundation held  a  session of  preparation for  the candidates.  A big  result  of  the  co-
operation, having been going on for years, was the line-up of the re-elected CKÖ. The 
new body already had, beside two Romungros, three Olah gypsy members.  Partners 
Hungary is organising training for the new CKÖ, too in order to increase the efficiency 
of the everyday rights-enforcement.

RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

Concrete results:

1. The formation of a Roma civil  organisation: This was the first  important step in 
shaping out and consolidating the ability of rights-enforcement.

2. The formation and operation of a Roma minority self-government:The success of the 
CKÖ is obvious, although the Roma community does not always see it so. Besides 
this, since the Olah gypsy participation is not high enough in the body, the Romas do 
not think that the CKÖ is the full-fledged representative of the Roma population.

3. The Roma gypsy participation increased in the process of community planning
4. Outlining a concrete and detailed project for the improvement of the Romas’ living 

conditions.  According  to  the  local  authorities,  the  meetings  helped  them  to 
incorporate the Roma opinions into the 1997 Action project,  containing concrete 
detailed measures to improve the conditions of the Romas living in the town. This 
project is unique in the region and serves as a model for the communities in the 
region.

5. Some concrete development in the Olah gypsy quarter, in sanitation and education.A 
new school has been built, the Roma children get meals three times a day, the road 
has  been repaired in  Széles  út,  and sanitary measures  have  been taken.  Regular 
medical services and opportunities for washing are given in the communal house, 
which has already been operating with certain regularity. The local government has a 
hand in giving benefits to the Romas. Several roads have been paved in the büdi 
quarter,  the  garbage  removal  has  improved.  However  there  are  still  unfulfilled 
expectations  in  the  Olah  community.  There  has  arisen  a  very  popular 
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recommendation for instance to build a special school for Roma children, offering 
several services (bathing, food, education, skills developing programmes, developing 
domestic skills and education on life conduct). The town has not fulfilled this; due to 
high costs (and reasoning that this would segregate the Roma children), but more 
than one interviewed person expressed his disappointment over the case.

6. To increase the teachers’ willingness to deal with the Roma culture and language. 
According to town officials, the teachers in Tiszavasvári are taking part in Romology 
and Roma language training.

7. There is a decrease in the number of Roma-Hungarian incidents, and an institutional 
relationship has been built between the CKÖ and the leadership of the local police

8. The relationship between the two Roma groups has improved. The Roma Union was 
able to bring together the Olah and Romungro communities in several  sport  and 
cultural activities.

9. The school  attendance of the Roma children has improved. The president of the 
CKÖ feels that the project has been successful because more children go to school 
than before.

ROMANIA

SITUATION OF THE ROMA MINORITY IN ROMANIA

GENERAL OVERVIEW

The main part of the Roma minority and their communities in Romania still face 
major problems related to poverty, the difficulty to ensure decent living conditions and 
suffering  of  discrimination,  despite  important  efforts  made  by  the  Romanian 
Government to overcome this situation.

According  to  the  National  Institute  of  Statistics,  there  are  535,250  Roma 
inhabitants (March 2002 Census), representing 2.5% of total population, being the third 
important ethnic group after Romanians (89.5%), and Hungarians (6.6 %). Ten years 
ago, at the 1992 Census, the total figure of the (self-declared) Roma population was 
smaller with 134,163 inhabitants. These figures are still controversial and a number of 
researches undertaken in the period 1992 2000 claimed the Roma ethnic group being 
among 1.5 million people (The Institute for the Quality of Life) and 2.5 million (Roma 
associations). The Roma communities in Romania exist countrywide and 60% of the 
Roma population speaks the Romany language (Gheorghe, N., 1995), occasionally, in 
mixed communities, or even daily (i.e. by children in schools).
For this important population it is critical that it receives its rights to a voice and to 
overcoming the historical problems,  mostly related to the Roma slavery up until  the 
middle of the XIX Century, the exclusion from the 1864, 1923, 1946 and 1991 land 
distributions,  as well  as the holding out and maintenance of the marginalisation and 
discrimination status of different regimes of Romania.

However, as a recognised national minority, Roma are afforded protection under 
the Constitution and the domestic legislation adopted with national minorities in mind. 
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They are also guaranteed rights under the international agreements signed by Romania. 
In addition, since 1990, a significant number of Roma associations have been formed.

LEGAL AND INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

The minorities’ situation was admitted as being part of an important challenging 
environment, to which the Romanian society should respond in a European manner.
The official  recognition of  minorities  living  in  the  country other  than Hungarian  or 
German ones, was a first major step in the process of the specific identity affirmation, as 
well as the promotion /support of the inter- and multi-culturally in Romania. The last 
twelve years had significant importance for most of those involved, from the State to the 
Roma  communities’  leaders.  The  1989  Revolution  brought  crucial  changes  and 
expectations for all Romanian citizens, and for the Roma minority it was possible for the 
first time to receive an official recognition as an ethnic group in order to develop its 
people’s identity. In this respect, the 1991 Constitution Act allows the right to express 
affiliation to a certain ethnic group, despite the lack in the existing legislation of a clear 
procedure of expression of the status of a certain national minority.

Few answers from the governmental sector were given to the “Roma problem” 
until 2001, and mostly due to the recommendations of international institutions (such as 
European Union, The Council of Europe, the Organisation for European Security and 
Co-operation, etc.), but also following a strong lobby campaign from the Roma civil 
society.

The  government  adopted  a  Governmental  Ordinance,  137/2000  for  the 
prevention and fighting against all forms of discrimination, which resulted in a reduction 
of  these  activities.  But  the  most  important  was  the  adoption  of  the  Strategy  for 
Improvement  of  the  Roma Situation  in  Romania,  also  by Governmental  Ordinance, 
430/2001. It established a new approach to the management of the Roma minorities 
problems, involving at each level (in the designing, implementing and evaluating the 
policies, programmes and actions) the representatives of the Roma associations, with 
targeted actions, clear responsibilities and deadlines for each measure.
The “Strategy of the Government of Romania for Improving the Condition of Roma” 
was developed by the Ministry of Public Information, taking into account the Romanian 
Constitution, European and international legislation (such ECRI Resolution Nr. 3, the 
Recommendation Nr. 1203 of the Parliamentary Assembly of the European Council, UN 
Convention on discrimination elimination, etc.). The Strategy was adopted on 25 April 
2001 and published in the Official Gazette on 16 May 2001.

This  document8 represents  the  first  governmental  initiative  to  take  a 
comprehensive  approach to  addressing  problems and  challenges  faced  by the  Roma 
minority.  During the Strategy elaboration,  considerable consultations  were  held with 
Roma organisations; in particular the coalition of NGO’s known as the Working Group 
of Roma Associations and the Roma Party.

The Strategy has 11 main areas of actions (public administration, social security, 
health,  justice,  economics,  public  order,  child’s  protection,  education,  culture, 
communication and civic participation) for the next decade (2001/2010) and a detailed 
master plan for the next 4 years.
The structures involved in the Strategy implementation, all of them being mixed groups 
involving Roma and Romanian experts are as follows:
8 the official version of the document is available in English at www.rroma.ro/gov_whitepaper.htm

57

http://64.4.30.250/cgi-bin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=84d1856965fae32ee3ca5686116f3d64&lat=1039792767&hm___action=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.rroma.ro%2Fgov_whitepaper.htm


1. The Joint  Committee  for Implementation and Monitoring,  established  by 
Governmental Decision Nr. 430/2001, the Ministry of Public Information Order 
Nr. 259/2 07 2001;

2. The National Office for Roma, within the Ministry of Public Information
3. The Roma Ministry Commissions established within each interested ministry, 

involving  Roma experts  (assigned  and  accredit  by the  representatives  of  the 
Roma Associations) and ministries experts;

4. The Roma County Offices established within each county Prefecture;
5. Local experts within local municipalities dealing with local Roma communities.

The  experts  from  the  prefectures  and  ministries  were  trained  according  to  the 
Strategy provisions, in order to increase their efficiency and effectiveness, but also to 
identify a working system and a real network able to support synergy of all the actions 
undertaken. This well adapted (but quite new and in-experienced) institutional frame had 
to face problems of a great diversity and complexity which, combined with the lack of 
sufficient  funds and/or  their  careless  management,  lead sometimes to formalism and 
conformism.

The most important aggregated problems of the Roma minority (Ionescu M., Cace 
S., 2000) are (A) Socio-economic problems; (B) Relations with local/central authorities; 
and  (C)  Problems related  to  the  affirmation  of  the  ethnic  identity.  These  issues  are 
analyzed in the frame of the following chapters, and, a final chapter with conclusions 
will present the environment of the projects and their impacts.

CHALLENGES

Socio-economic situation
Most of the Roma people/households in Romania are faced with a large degree 

of poverty, which includes a low level of income, weak professional qualification, an 
increased rate of non-participation in the labour market, to which are added a low level 
of education and precarious living conditions.

Information and data source is a study of the Research Institute of the Quality of 
Life (2000). The most frequent source of revenues for Roma households - 66,2%, is the 
allowance  for  children  (the  Roma  pattern  being  the  family  with  many  children). 
Revenues from regular salaries contribute to household incomes only in a quarter of 
cases,  and  retirement  pensions  represent  11,7%.  9.5%  of  households  benefit  from 
unemployment monthly payments. Disability and illness retirement benefits are present 
in 4,7% and 5.8% respectively, of cases. The degree of professional occupation of the 
Roma  population  is  47%  against  61,7%  the  national  level.  Among  the  working 
population  most  of  them  are  men,  with  65%,  representing  2/3  of  total  working 
population. 

Other statistics indicate:
1.80% of the unqualified population have a  level  of education of a  maximum 8 
completed grades; the majority of qualified employed persons have graduated to at 
least a vocational school (57%), and the other 43% have completed 4 to 8 primary 
and gymnasium (secondary) schools; 
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2.The employed people come in general from mixed communities (Romanian and 
Roma population), indicating a higher degree of Roma people integration and the 
adoption of relatively similar life style and behaviour to the  majority population; 
3.Most of Roma people in Romania are self-employed persons (71,7%); 
4.The increased percentage of day-labourers (41,7% of the total population) shows 
that the Roma population do not have stabile jobs and as consequence difficulties for 
continuity  affecting  the  retirement  revenues,  health  insurance  and  other  issues 
regarding the day-to-day life. 
5.Despite the fact that most of the traditional Roma occupations have not received 
attention / interest in the last decade, they still are present but without being related 
to any trend or related activities neither to continuous operation.

Human Resources Development
The  professional  education/formation  is  an  important  indicator  of  the  Roma 

minority  participation  in  Romania’s  social  and  economic  life.  According  to  their 
education  degree,  the  Roma workers  can  easily  being  integrated  in  the  market  and 
supporting their family life.

Almost the half of Roma workers does not have any profession, or have working 
activities for which they do not need qualification. 33,5% of the Roma people do not 
have any professional qualifications, 14,3% are farmers and 4,6% are day labourers. 
37,3% of Roma people has modern qualifications (with diploma or certificate obtained) 
and 10,3% has traditional ones. It is a strong relation between the community type and 
the Roma people qualifications. The more traditional the community is the less modern 
qualifications Roma people have. On the contrary, in the mixed and less traditional / 
periphery / remote areas the qualifications are modern and competitive. 

Education
The Roma children are among the most disadvantaged groups with regards to 

education.  The  pre-primary  education  is  attended  only  by  a  third  of  the  Romanian 
children (17,2% against 60,4%). Only half of the ones who start the school finish the 
primary grades. The Roma children form the biggest group of children in asylums or 
disable centres and special schools. Less than 10% follows gymnasium school courses 
and the segregation of the Roma children is increasing.

Educational situation of the Roma children between 7-16 years9

Roma children  between 7-16 
years

Registered (%) School abandon (%) Not registered (%)
67,4 13,5 19,1

The  big  percentage  of  uneducated  children  (19,1%)  from  total  school-aged 
children indicates that the current educational system does not respond in an adequate 
manner to the real educational needs of the Roma population. The Roma population is a 
young population,  with 1/3  of  total  population under  15 years,  against  the  majority 
population share of 1/5.

The illiteracy of Roma adults is a widely spread phenomena, especially for Roma 
women. The parent’s education/formation and the community development plans are 
already a common practice. However, the financial resources allocated to education need 

9 Source: “Best practices In Roma Communities”, Ionescu M., Cace S., Bucharest, 2000
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strong  support,  including  the  curriculum  and  non-formal  training  programs,  the 
dissemination of ethnic tolerance and civic values, together with the promotion of Roma 
minority history, culture and traditions, partnership and involvement and maximisation 
of  community  development  through  participation  of  the  Roma  leaders  at  the  local 
management level of Roma children education.

The Ministry of Education and Research initiatives / projects / activities in the 
field of improving the education conditions for Roma children have important results, 
are sustainable, but need increased support from all the factors involved at all levels.

Housing
In the frame of a general crisis of housing in Romania, the Roma population 

lives in incredible bad conditions: difficulties to find and afford proper housing, poor 
basic services (electricity, water supply, sewage system); ownership rights and facilities 
accessibility  are  limited.  Most  of  the  Roma  households  suffer  continuously  from 
discomfort, under the dangers of accidents, fires, diseases and insanitary conditions. 

Some relevant indicators shows that 80% of Roma population lives under the 
average of 11,9 m2 / person (the national average) in overcrowded conditions. A percent 
of  25,4% of  Roma households  lives  in  an  average  of  3,01  person/habitation  room, 
against the national figure of 1,7-person/habitation room.

The social  housing  policies  in  high-rise  estates  encouraged by the Romanian 
governments until recently did not bring about a solution. On the contrary: these areas 
became “ghettos”, deteriorated, and the Roma households were not able to pay their 
maintenance  and  repair  bills,  with  deep  impacts  on  the  living  conditions  of  the 
households and communities.
There is a National Housing Strategy (for the period 2000-2004) including a special 
program for housing for the Roma population, to be decent and affordable, but it will 
bring real changes only in the long term.

Some of the “best practices projects” were beneficial, involving Roma people 
from the beginning of their own house construction, participating in a community effort 
and involving the local authorities each step. They also increased their value by raising 
the  people’s  self-esteem  regarding  their  own  property,  becoming  a  member  of  a 
developing society and creating more self-decision making persons.

These  programs  of  housing  construction  (as  well  provided  in  the  Housing 
Strategy), which have already showed their efficiency, need the support from external 
donors as a crucial component in the case of large-scale projects.

Healthcare system
One of the factors affecting the whole development of the Roma minority health 

situation  in  Romania  is  the  malnutrition,  both  quantitatively  and  qualitatively, 
determining  vitamin  deficiency  (avitaminosis),  anaemia,  dystrophy,  rickets,  and  in 
majority of  cases,  stature  /  weight  problems,  deficiencies  which  affect  an  important 
share  of  Roma  children.  Other  diseases  affecting  numerous  Roma  inhabitants  are 
enterocolitis  and  alimentary  intoxication.  The  children  living  in  state  institutions 
(orphanages) do not suffer from these diseases, because most of the necessary nutrition 
elements  are  covered  by  the  daily  food.  Unfortunately,  this  situation  constitutes  a 
favourable factor affecting the de-institutionalisation efforts.

Another  advantaged  Roma  children  category  is  the  breast-fed  children. 
According  to  the  statistics,  more  than  2/3  of  mothers  choose  to  feed  their  children 
naturally more than 9 months.
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Finding  solutions  to  the  health  care  sector  problems  does  not  mean  only  finding 
financial resources, but also requires biased programs against unemployment, poverty, 
ignorance and the general behaviour of medical personnel. And, of course it is essential 
that  the  Roma minority  have  an  increased  accessibility  to  information  and  sanitary 
education. This sector also needs coherent actions at the Ministry of Health and Family 
with the Local Councils, collaboration among local participants and authorities and a 
commitment  towards  taking  control  of  their  own  lives  of  each  Roma  minority 
community/member. In the end, the Roma health problems, despite their complexity are 
not an ethnic problem, but one related on the socio-economic standards/poverty.

A possible solution (already tested in many Roma communities in Romania) is 
the  participation  of  the  Roma  people,  working  as  community  mediators  on 
sanitary/healthcare issues. This successful initiative of the Roma civil society has been 
already implemented and formalised through a partnership with the Ministry of Health 
and Family.

Relations/co-operation with local and central authorities
Immediately after 1990, the Roma leaders attempted to develop and put in place 

an adequate mechanism that could contribute to the recognition of their ethnic minority 
as a pole of interest for social, economic and political structures in Romania. Progress 
was made in the following directions:

• Recognition of Roma ethnic minority;
• Political representation, stated through the election law;
• Appearance of a number of Roma rights militants, willing to assume representation 

responsibilities on various plans (political, cultural, and educational).

The NGO sector  develops slowly at  its  beginning,  without  having an articulated 
structure and voice. However, if by the beginning of ’90s the number of Roma NGOs 
was very low,  it  has considerably grown lately,  rising to more than 125 until  2001. 
Despite these, only about 15-20 of them are active, with real development perspectives 
and opportunities,  and recognised as  such by the  Roma communities.  Their  activity 
made  a  qualitative  step  forward  in  the  1998-1999  period,  supported  as  well  by 
international contribution. Bucharest and Cluj are the areas with the biggest number of 
Roma NGO’s.

Key issues of the Roma NGO’s activities are the relations/co-operation with local 
and  central  authorities  in  order  to  work  in  a  co-ordinated  manner  in  the  long-term 
process of the improvement of the Roma situation in Romania. Also, this co-operation 
started quite  recently,  and despite  major  difficulties,  the  results  of  collaboration and 
partnerships  are  already  important,  in  the  fields  of  problems  and  priorities 
identifications, planning of the most adequate actions, and the direct participation in the 
project implementation. As to the previously mentioned Strategy, the NGOs provide the 
experts and consultants for the implementation structures (with the accord of the Roma 
Party,  a  partner  in  the Act’s  elaboration and implementation).  The NGOs practically 
represent a flexible link among the participants. They were very often the most adapted 
approach to the heart of communities, and can relate with other involved NGOs, not 
necessarily Roma.

Recent  major  actions  were  performed  in  the  fields  of  fighting  against  the 
institutionalised discrimination of the Roma minority, negative prejudices, stereotypes, 
discriminatory behaviour, in the relations with public authorities and services; increasing 
the accessibility of the Roma workforce in the labour market. One of the most important 
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activities was the creation of certain institutions capable of promoting the interests of 
Roma minority interests, as it is the Public Policy Center for Roma.

Best practices projects and next steps
Best practices projects, having important impacts and sustainability are crucial 

for the improvement of the Roma situation in Romania. They build capability and trust, 
identify new means and resources, create strategic partnerships, and participate in the 
institutionalisation of democracy and decentralisation.

As regarding the distinction between innovation and the model of intervention 
this  does  not  seem  fundamental  as  yet,  because  of  the  relatively  low  number  of 
successful projects with sustainable results and the importance of the ways to put in 
practice what is able to achieve proposed objectives/goals.

There is still a need to fight with the “state structures lethargy” of central and 
local authorities, and, maybe more important, even with some key Roma participants. It 
is important to change mentalities by constructive examples of best practices, and thus to 
modify the Romanian society as a whole for the benefit of all its citizens, no matter 
whether majority or minorities members.

BEST PRACTICES OF ROMA PROJECTS IN ROMANIA

STIMULATING THE EMPLOYMENT OF ROMA CIVIL SERVANTS BY THE 
LOCAL PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AND PUBLIC SERVICES

The areas of implementation of this project were the counties of Ialomiþa (3.22% 
of  total  Roma  population  according  to  March  2002  Census),  Buzãu  (2.12%),  Iaºi 
(0.82%), Cluj (2.24%), Timiº (2.17%), Dolj (2.37%) and Bucharest (1.41%). It is noted 
that the number of affected people will be related to those Roma communities, which are 
/will be hired Roma civil servants in local administration.

THE TARGET GROUP
Despite  the  efforts  made in  the  last  decade  the  Roma minority  keeps  facing 

important challenges. One of these challenges is low social and professional integration. 
Even this situation is also difficult regarding the mainstream population and it is more 
acute  among  the  Roma ethnic  minority.  The  information  available  about  the  Roma 
population is still mostly incomplete and fragmented, a direct consequence being the 
reduced relevance of the Roma population.
The project was implemented by the Alliance for Roma Unity -Romania, together with 
the branches from Bucharest, Buzãu and Ialomiþa.

The target group of the project includes young Roma graduates looking for work, 
Roma students in their final years (in total 146 young Roma people) and local public 
administrations in 6 counties and Bucharest. As a consequence, the target groups are the 
Roma  communities  in  the  selected  mentioned  areas.  They  are  different  from  the 
geographical perspective, but suffer from the same problems:
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• Low level of education;
• The stereotypes and prejudices related to the Roma ethnic minority as a whole;
• The lack of trust from the state institutions and civil society structures regarding the 

capability of Roma people to perform, professionally, the duties of a public function;
• Self-marginalisation  and  isolation  of  Roma  individuals  and  communities  as 

regarding the participation to the public life.

LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES
Due to the low level of incomes, the lack of jobs and the low level of education, 

the interaction between the Roma population and the social protection services are very 
frequent.  That  is  why the  Roma population  is  the  main  beneficiary  of  these  social 
services.  The  researches  made  also  showed  an  accentuated  isolation  of  the  Roma 
communities. The local authorities and the public services face increasing difficulties in 
performing their functions in the Roma communities. On the other hand, the lack of 
communication deepens the isolation process of the Roma population, especially in the 
rural and remote areas, but also in large, urban, compact Roma communities.

In the general social and economic context, the young Roma graduated people 
(in  most  cases  with a  baccalaureate diploma)  face bigger  difficulties  regarding their 
social and professional integration than the majority of the population.

Considering also the situation of many localities with a big and increasing Roma 
population, the process of stimulating the employment of Roma constitutes a concrete 
necessity.  Their  presence  in  the  Romanian  public  service,  at  the  local  level,  would 
contribute to the increase of trust towards these institutions from the part of the Roma 
communities, and on the other hand, would lead to a more effective solving of specific 
problems of the Roma minority.

The project aims were to initiate institutional changes and at the same time to 
support the building of a partnership between the Roma associations and the Romanian 
authorities at central, county and local level.

As previously mentioned, the necessity of implementing this project emerged 
directly from the problems of an under-representation of the Roma minority within the 
local and central administration. In this perspective, the training of the potential civil 
servants was held to cover the fields agreed by authorities and the Roma organisations 
involved.

Despite  the  reduced  level  of  initial  collaboration,  after  discussions  and 
agreements with the local authorities involved in the project,  the following positions 
were identified as possible options:

1. At the Department for Child Protection – social worker;
2. Mayor’s Office (Social Assistance Department, Tutelary Authority) – social worker, 
public guardian;
3. Prefecture – speciality inspector with higher education;
4. Department for Labour and Social Protection – labour market monitor (ensures the 
connection between labour request and offers for Roma ethnicity);
5. Department for Labour and Social Protection – representative for the distribution of 
public  works  for  persons  receiving  unemployment  benefits  allocation  of  support  or 
social support;
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6.  Prefecture  Mayor’s  Office,  Department  for  Labour  and  Social  Protection  –  legal 
adviser (provides information on legislation, contribute to the issuing of approvals for 
various activities, support for the elaboration of various requests from Roma persons);
7. Culture Inspectorate – cultural trainer and inspector (responsible with the preservation 
of the ethnic traditions);
8.  County  Health  Departments,  Child  Protection  Departments,  Prefecture  Mayor’s 
Office, Department for Labour and Social Protection – responsible with planning family 
issues, AIDS and drug related problems;
9.  Center  for  Protection  of  Minors,  County  Inspectorates  for  Handicapped  –  social 
workers and assistants;
10.  County Councils  –  local  expert,  according to  the  Strategy provisions,  speciality 
inspectors for the commercial control department.
As result of implementing the Strategy, the Roma local experts in the counties and in the 
town halls can cumulate this position with the positions from 1 to 10 mentioned above.

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

Stage I.: The creation of support and monitoring groups

The groups were formed of representatives of local authorities, of public services 
and of Roma communities. In this respect, key persons from the local authorities and 
public  services  have been attracted into the project  (mayors,  prefectures,  secretaries, 
presidents of the county councils, directors of the labour departments). In order to ensure 
program  coherence  and  the  achievement  of  the  proposed  activity  objectives,  the 
monitoring and support groups have planned a series of workshops. The frequency of 
these meetings has been determined according to the stages of the program.

Stage II.: Recruitment and selection of candidates was made with the support of the 
territorial structures of the Alliance for Roma Unity

Young graduates with at least 12 completed grades have been recruited using the 
following means: local and national media (local and national newspapers,  local TV 
channels), informal relations at the level of local authorities, advertising in public places 
of interest for the project (labour departments, high and vocational schools, universities 
etc.).  After  the  selection  interviews  were  selected  146  young  Roma  persons  for 
participating in the training sessions.

Stage III:. Training of the candidates was based on discussions with the representative of 
the local authorities.

Local representatives were trained on the following topics: 
• specific  legislation  on  local  administration  and  public  services,  including  the 

organisational structure of these institutions
• inter-personal  relations  and  communication  skills;  elements  of  community 

development
• theory and practice of social assistance
• office equipment use, secretarial skills and organisational administration.
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The  trainers  were  university  professors,  experts  from  institutions  involved  and 
researchers in social field and public policy. The lectures were developed over a period 
of 4 months. After the final examination the trainees obtained certificates, approved by 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Security and the Ministry of Education and Research. 
During the training the participants benefited from monthly scholarships.

Stage IV.: Employment / hiring of the Roma graduates and assistance in their work for 
the duration of the program. 

At  the  end  of  each  training  session,  after  the  work  experience  stage,  the 
interested authorities organise public competitions where the graduates of the project 
could participate.

RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

The project main outcomes, as resulted from a mid-time evaluation (the project 
being in a final phase of implementation) are:

• Training of 146 young Roma persons in the field of public administration and 
civil society issues;

• Finding employment for about 40% of them in all the locations of the project;
• Raising  awareness  among  the  representatives  of  the  local  administration  and 

public services regarding the necessity to hire Roma civil servants;
• Increase the self esteem and the belief in their own professional skills and abilities 

for the Roma graduates;
• Creation  of  more  efficient  and  reliable  communication  channels  between  the 

Roma communities and the public administration / authorities through Roma civil 
servants; and

• A better representation in the Romanian public administration of an important part 
of the population

POLICY IMPACT

The Roma NGOs and parties follow the active and sustainable participation of 
the Roma civil servants in the administrations, on the foundation of the demand of the 
Roma communities in Romania. The big step undertaken by the Romanian Government 
for promoting a mix structure for implementing the Strategy for the Roma Improvement 
Situation  provisions  and measures  indicate  also  the  involvement  and support  of  the 
Government.

However, the way of this partnership is difficult and both parties (Government and 
Roma associations) should be equally active and supportive. In this respect, there are 
previewed  common training  programs  for  the  experts  working  in  the  implementing 
structures, to increase their effectiveness and results. Another policy impact could be the 
relation between this project and the Master Plan of the Strategy. A number of important 
results could be mentioned in this respect, for example:

• The National Agency of Public Servants has a special program for preventing 
and combating discrimination among public servants, especially in their contacts 
with people belonging to national minorities; 
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• The Ministry of Public Administration has starting the mapping of the current 
Roma situation through the local and county offices, professional Roma civil 
servants, and also through direct links to the Roma communities. 

SOCIAL HOUSING BUILDING IN NUSFALÃU

The  project  was  developed  in  Nusfalãu,  Sãlaj  County,  in  the  North  Western 
Transylvania (Development Region 6, at the NUTS II level). The locality is 110 km 
from Cluj-Napoca, the biggest urban centre of the region. The Roma community lives at 
the periphery of the town and is concentrated in three residential districts: Brazilia (325 
Roma households), Bacos (66 Roma households) and Gãrii (26 Roma households), in 
the railway station neighbourhood.

TARGET GROUP

According to the March 2002 Census the average of the total Roma population 
living in Sãlaj County is 57,318 inhabitants, representing 5.1% of total population of the 
county (248,407 inhabitants). The Hungarian population influenced the Roma minority 
living in Transylvania,  which is,  in this historical region, less nomadic than in other 
Romanian regions. The Roma NGOs in Western Romania have developed well lately, 
providing a good representation of the Roma interests toward the local authorities.

The Brazilia neighbourhood was a colony during the Austro-Hungarian regime 
and this was the place where the plague-infested were “isolated”. Gradually the Roma 
brick makers hired by the Baron Bamfi, the landowner, settled in the area. Later on, 
Baron Bamfi donated the land to the Roma people. The religions of the Roma minority 
are Baptist, Christian Orthodox and Protestant. The community is lead by a gypsy baron 
called “bulibaºã”, named Victor Kallay.

The languages spoken are Hungarian and Romany. Although their Romanian is 
deficient,  the  Roma children  are  not  easily  accepted  in  Hungarian  primary  schools. 
Generally the school attendance is good however it is motivated by the parent’s receipt 
of payments, which are based upon the children’s attendance record.

The  majority  of  the  Roma  inhabitants  work  on  a  seasonal  basis  for  other 
members  of  the  local  population  (Hungarians  and  Romanians)  and  the  wages  are 
insufficient for families with many children (the case in most of the households). The 
houses  are  generally  one-room types,  inherited  from three  generations,  determining 
overcrowding and insanitary conditions. 
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LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES

The lack of jobs and a regular income, the reduced degree of education and of 
social  assistance  together  with  the  results  of  the  local  elections  has  worsened  the 
problems  of  the  community  and  created  discontent  and  tensions  among  the  Roma 
population and the local authorities. The Land Fund Law was not applied to the Roma 
minority in Nuºfalãu and no social support is provided because the local budget has no 
funds and / or because the Roma population does not contribute to it.

The  project  developed  by  “Impreuna”  Agency  for  Roma  the  community  of 
Nuºfalãu, aimed to increase the capability on local financial structure and generate a new 
one, on social housing construction. 

Another important issue of the local circumstances was the establishment of the 
Local Roma Association in Nuºfalãu. President of this association is Mr. Victor Kallay.

The social  housing project  was  not  the only one in Nuºfalãu.  Another  is  the 
Community Centre building, aimed to provide an appropriate shelter to large groups of 
beneficiaries  and  activities  (i.e.  pre-primary  education,  vocational  activities,  health 
education, cultural events, social reinsertion discussions), which was also developed and 
involves almost the same participants, but for dealing with other problems of the Roma 
minority.

After a difficult start, at the beginning of 1999, the discussions were focused on 
the utilisation of the bricks produced by the Roma workers and the purchasing of an 
animal farm for local ownership. But soon it was understood that the main priority is the 
building  of  social  houses  for  the  Roma  minority,  as  a  foundation  for  the  local 
development  with  the  dedicated  participation  of  all  the  involved  institutions, 
organisations and individuals. 

In  this  respect,  after  obtaining  an  agreement  between  the  Local  Roma 
Association and the local authorities, the agreed project aimed to construct 10 social 
houses with local workforce and locally made bricks. 

The project was proposed to the May 1999 meeting of the County Council of 
Sãlaj, where it was adopted, given the necessary approvals and established the project 
contributions of each participants.

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

Main steps in this project after the obtaining of the agreement were as follows:

• Purchasing of the land for social housing construction (as previously mentioned, the 
money  coming  from  the  profit  of  selling  the  bricks  produced  in  1998  for  this 
operation was supported by the Local Roma Association in Nuºfalãu);

• The production of 250, 000 bricks for the construction of 10 social houses with local 
workforce;

• Establishment of the criteria for allowing these houses, with an agreement between 
the Roma communities’ members and the Local Roma Association. This was a three-
month  process.  The  criteria  were:  active  involvement  and  voluntary work;  large 
families with many children; own contribution with bricks; support for another two 
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households from community (not able to produce the necessary bricks, i.e. a widow 
with 4 children and a family with physical handicap members);

• The signing of the contract with a Roma construction firm from Slobozia (in the 
south-east of Romania), which accepted the hiring another 18 local Roma workers 
(June 1999) during the construction works

• All the construction permits were approved with the support of the Prefecture of 
Sãlaj County;

• The completion to 80% of 6 houses fir the first phase, at the end of August 1999.
• The project was completed at the end of 1999. The owner of the social houses is the 

Local Roma Association.

RESULTS, OUTCOMES
Despite the small number of houses against the huge demand and necessity, this 

project was the first one with a nationally accepted recognition. 

Among its outcomes, the most important ones are:
• Support  and  participation  of  the  Roma community (through  association  but  also 

through individuals);
• Creation of about 100 local workplaces for Roma people and establishment of a local 

business (for production of bricks for housing);
• Introduction of own contribution (money) and participation (work);
• Affordability for houses for poor member of the community; raising the self-esteem 

of Roma people and the possibility of continuation without external support.

EVALUATION
Lessons learnt: the necessity to work in partnership with the local authorities; the 

necessity to act as a unified group, both for the identification of needs and priorities and 
for applying common decisions, and the possibilities for finding new local resources. 
Finally the relatively quick results generated a basis for further continuation. 
The most relevant element of the project was the working method –the creation of a 
sustainable partnership between the Roma association and the authorities at local and 
county level.  After  a  difficult  start,  the reliability of  the participants  builds  trust  for 
continuing the process after the project ending. The project was judged by the media as 
being a national first with regards the participation and the project results.

The financial support provided by the MATRA program of the Netherlands was 
decisive in the project start. A column in a local paper stated: “The local councillors feel 
ashamed because their problems are solved by Bucharest and foreign efforts. The mayor 
did not have a positive attitude in the beginning” 

As mentioned, the first phase of the project of convincing the local authorities to 
support the process and the establishment of the Local Roma Association was the main 
difficulty for the social housing construction process. A participative planning activity 
was the key answer in this case, involving communication and continuous participation, 
as well as the clear and transparent management of all the operations from the local 
authorities,  the Local  Roma Association and the “Împreunã” Agency,  apart  from the 
external financial support. 
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POLICY IMPACT OF THE PROGRAM

The problems related to housing are well known in Romania, not only for the 
Roma minority, but also for an important share of the population. Regarding this issue 
and  the  Roma population,  their  special  conditions  demand  special  attention.  In  this 
respect, the Strategy provisions include special measures for speeding-up the process 
and improving the efficiency and efficacy of the programs.

Many ministries (such as the Ministry for Public Works, Transport and Housing 
and The Ministry of Health and Family, or the Ministry of Work and Social Security) are 
directly  involved  through  their  mixed  Roma  Commissions,  having  networks  at  the 
Prefectures, Counties and municipalities levels.

The Nusfalãu social housing project represents a role model of participation and 
results.  Subsequently a number of relatively similar developments were replicated in 
other localities, such as Deva, Hunedoara County, Traianu, Ialomita County, Cetate, and 
Bistrita County.

The Roma NGO sector participates with experts in these programs but also as an 
independent driving force, by identifying, supporting and promoting this type of project, 
providing training and knowledge for Roma communities in need. 

ROMA ABC, ARITHMETIC – ABC BOOK

The target group of the project represents the Roma communities in areas with 
an increased percentage of Roma pupils: Mangalia, Caracal, Coltãu, Cluj, Slobozia, Iaºi, 
Bacãu, Bucharest and a large area of Maramures County.
Beneficiaries  are  estimated  to  be  about  1000  Roma  pupils,  50  teachers  and  Roma 
communities where the Romany language is taught.

TARGET GROUP

The project does not cover a single region but a number of localities with compact 
Roma communities  and an  important  number  of  Roma pupils.  It  is  considered  that 
despite a relatively easy access to education corresponding to the minority needs, the 
institutional system is not responding satisfactorily to these needs.

As the target group is Roma children of school age, the project aim is to initiate and 
support the editing of two school manuals: trilingual arithmetic (Romanian, Romany and 
Hungarian languages) for the second grade of the elementary school and the trilingual 
Roma ABC Book, for the first grade of the elementary school.

In  last  few  years,  the  school  system  in  Romania  allowed  the  publication  of 
alternative manuals. It  is of crucial importance that the Roma children learn the key 
elements  to  able  to  participate,  later  on,  in  a  more  normal  and  decent  way than  is 
currently  the  life  of  their  communities.  Learning  the  mentioned  key  elements  from 
trilingual manuals will give them supplementary tools to understand mix communities’ 
behaviour  and problems, and also will  allow them to better  understand the Romany 
culture and traditions.
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LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES

The initiator of this project, the Phoenix Foundation from Bucharest and Baia 
Mare  (Maramureº  County),  has,  as  its  mission,  the  support  of  school  activities, 
professional and educational training of children, pupils and young persons, as well the 
support  of  activities  regarding  the  development  and  modernisation  of  education 
institutions.

This  project  objective was to support  the learning of  the mother  language,  a 
better communication between the pupil and the teacher who does not speak Romany 
but speaks only Romanian or Hungarian (in certain areas of Transylvania) and, lastly, 
the preservation of community traditions and other particular aspects.

Concerning the arithmetic part, the aim of the project is also to distribute the 
manuals in the country, if they are requested, and to promote them during national and 
international workshops.

There  is  also  another  objective  regarding  the  arithmetic  part:  most  of  Roma 
children  do  not  have  the  patience  to  learn  all  the  sophisticated  operations,  so  the 
approach tried to develop logical thinking. In this perspective, the project co-ordinators 
tried to ensure  that  the instructors respect  some tradition of  language cultivation,  of 
logical  observance  and,  finally,  to  use  problems and exercises  put  in  the  context  of 
traditional craft, using examples from the life of spoon-makers (lingurari), coppersmiths 
(cãldãrari), silk traders (mãtãsari) etc.

Maintenance and improvement of the mother language and identity topics cannot 
be  done  without  the  direct  participation  of  the  Ministry  of  Education  and Research 
together with the local administration and schools in order to ensure, in the future, funds 
for the study of the Roma pupils in the Romanian education system.

In this respect, an important aspect was the obtaining of County School Inspectorate 
decisions stipulating that the Romany language can be a study discipline in localities 
where this is considered useful. A major role for identification and promotion of these 
localities  reverts  to  the local  experts  in  Roma problems in the Mayor’s  Offices  and 
Prefectures.  It  is  the  same  situation  for  the  Roma Ministry  Commission  within  the 
Ministry of Education and Research.

STEPS OF THE PROJECT

The main activities in the project were:
• Identification and adaptation of manuals’ contents to the specific particularities of 

children. For this purpose, several options of themes have been tested in order to 
obtain feedback from the future beneficiaries.

• Identification and listing of localities where manuals could be successfully used, 
according to the willingness of the Roma pupils and the existence of competent 
teachers to teach in the Romany language.

• Editing of the manuals (provision of 1.000 school manuals for Roma pupils). 
• Selection  of  participants  and  organisation  of  the  first  national  competition  of 

Romany as mother language.

RESULTS AND OUTCOMES

The main results of the project refer to the elaboration, printing and distribution 
of the two manuals in various Roma communities and the issuing of a ministerial order 
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by the Ministry of Education and Research (35/1999), stipulating that Roma children 
can study their mother language if the parents agree and if there is a minimum number 
of 7 pupils per study group. It  is estimated that it  has improved the communication 
between the pupils benefiting from these manuals and their teachers.

This  successful  project  owes  its  results  to  a  large  consultation  process  with  the 
participants, mainly experts and leaders of the Roma communities, without whom all 
this editing and distributing effort would not achieve to inform and prepare the young 
Roma children for life.

The selection of this project is related to the approach for reaching its fundamental 
purpose of influencing the decision process in the competent institutions in the field of 
education regarding school Roma population. This effort will be continued through a 
partnership  with  the  Ministry  of  Education  and  Research  in  the  framework  of  the 
Strategy.  A possible  danger  is  of  the  isolation  of  certain  communities  instead  of 
spreading the information beyond the Roma communities’ frontiers. Another relevant 
aspect is that the process covered very large and different regions populated by Roma 
communities  with  the  support  of  the  national  network  of  culture  and  education 
inspectorates.

EVALUATION

The purpose of determining some structural changes in the educational system 
for  Roma children  implied the  involvement  of  decision making organisations  at  the 
central level (the Ministry of Education and Research) and county inspectorates.

These activities were started with difficulty and the results are only visible in 
time. The reaction capacity of some public institutions is weak in many cases and the 
activities undertaken in collaboration with civil society representatives are also difficult 
to develop.

Finally, the Ministry was not able to supply any funding for this project because they 
do not have such money available and this aspect was covered by the Soros foundation 
that allowed the distribution of the manuals free of charge.

POLICY IMPACT OF THE PROGRAM

Overall,  these kinds of project also have an important lobby side through the 
influence over the national policies with regard to the education of the Roma children. 
On the Ministry of Education and Research website www.edu.ro/invrrom.htm , there is 
comprehensive information with affirmative action educational programs for both Roma 
and non-Roma.

The transformations in Roma education initiated at  the institutional  level  and in the 
higher education system also include:

• Creation of a Roma inspector position at county level;
• Allocation  of  places  for  Roma  students  in  faculties,  which  are  part  of  big 

university centres: Bucharest, Cluj, Iaºi, Timisoara.

Similar projects were developed since this ABC -one by the “Ethnic Federation of 
the  Roma”  from Mangalia;  the  “Association  of  gypsy  women –  For  our  children”, 
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Timiºoara; the “Humanitarian Foundation for the Protection” and “Support of Orphan, 
Poor or Abandoned Minor Children-Philip Center.”

SLOVAKIA

SITUATION OF THE ROMA MINORITY IN SLOVAKIA

The Slovak Republic was established on January 1, 1993 by the split of Czecho-
Slovak  Federation. It  is called "The Heart  of Europe",  as the geographical centre of 
Europe lies here. With a forty-year heritage of socialism that is fading from many areas 
of  everyday life,  the  Slovak  Republic  aspires  to  become  a  modern  country  with  a 
functional democracy and moves towards Western standards. 

According to census in 2001 Slovakia has a population of 5.3 mil. inhabitants and a 
geographical area of 45,035 km2. 85% of the population is of Slovak nationality, 9.7% 
are Hungarians, and 1.7% are Romany. 69% of the inhabitants of Slovakia associate 
themselves with Roman-Catholic denomination, 7% with the Lutheran church, 4% with 
Greek  Catholic,  2%  with  Reformed,  and  1%  with  Orthodox  churches.  13%  of  the 
population do not associate themselves with any religion. 10

SITUATION OF THE ROMA IN GENERAL

Slovakia has an estimated number of 350 to 400 thousand Romany inhabitants - one 
of the largest Romany populations in Europe. The estimated proportion of Romany in 
Slovakia (8 - 9%) increased fourfold in second half of twentieth century. Nevertheless, 
according  to  official  statistical  sources  the  size  of  Romany minority  in  Slovakia  is 
smaller.  In  the  2001 Census  only 89,920 (1.7  %)  people  identified  themselves  with 
Romany  nationality,  head  counts  conducted  in  1989  by  local  and  municipal 
administration showed that there were 253,943 Romany (4.8%) in the population. 

Unfortunately  (and  generally  speaking)  a  large  portion  of  Romany  minority  in 
Slovakia is living in disadvantaged conditions, characterised by a high unemployment 
rate, lower education, various social problems and unpleasant prejudiced attitudes of the 
majority population. An increasing number of politicians, experts and ordinary citizens 
are beginning to understand that the Romany issue is becoming the hottest social issue in 
the life and development of the society. 

Romany community  has  always  been  heterogeneous  and  differentiated.  Also  in 
Slovakia,  we can observe some remnants  of  a  caste  system in certain communities. 
Gypsy communities are differentiated by their dialects, their ways of life (settled versus 
wandering),  belonging  to  certain  regions,  and  urban,  or  rural  environment.  Mutual 
differences and barriers between diverse Gypsy subgroups (Vlachika, Bihar, Hungarian 
Romanies and Sinti etc.) are in some cases bigger than the differences between Romany 
and Non-Romany population. A few serious mistakes were made in perceiving Romany 
community as homogeneous and by not taking into account these differences in social, 
educational, and cultural policies. 

10 KOLLÁR, M., MESEŽNIKOV, G.: Slovensko 2001– Súhrnná správa o stave spoločnosti. Bratislava: Inštitút pre verejné otázky, 
2001, p.18
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The majority of the Romany population is living in the territories of eastern and 
southern Slovakia. A part of the Romany population (especially the inhabitants living in 
cities  and villages)  is  well  integrated  with  no different  measures  of  living standard, 
education, and employment in comparison to the population at large. Part of the Romany 
population (approximately 126 000 inhabitants)  that has societal  problems is  usually 
living in more than 600 poor settlements  (without  adequate infrastructure)  separated 
from villages and located mostly in eastern Slovakia. 

Social structures of Romany people are based mostly on family relationships. Iveta 
Radičová describes the ongoing traditionalism of the Roma family that is expressed in 
broader family ties and in the absence of boundaries between the private and the public. 
It might be characterised also in the perception of their home as something temporary 
and in the perception of clearly divided roles of men and women, and the large numbers 
of family members.11

ROMA COMMUNITY AND MAJORITY ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE ROMA

The underestimating, even xenophobic attitudes towards the Roma are still wide 
spread among the general Slovak population. According to research carried out by the 
IVO research institute in 2000, 42% of Slovak citizens do not like the fact that Roma 
live in Slovakia, and 78% would not wish Roma living in their neighbourhood. It is 
interesting to note that these figures are significantly lower if the respondents work with 
Romany - 65% of respondents in this group does not mind Roma living in Slovakia and 
28% would not mind Roma living in their neighbourhood. Only 21% of the general 
population think that their Romany fellow-citizens have more difficult conditions for 
their personal development. 27% even think that Roma are receiving more advantages 
than the rest of the population. 

Besides  the  visible  problems  in  social  and  health  conditions  (Romany  people 
housing, living standard,  etc.)  the roots of the problems are connected with Romany 
education and Romany employment. 

The education issue is one of the most serious one. Its solution can influence the 
successful or unsuccessful position of Romany people in the labour market, which is 
now characterised by high unemployment. According to the latest census almost 77% of 
Romany completed  only  elementary  education  and  8% of  them finished  vocational 
education.Less  than  2%  completed  secondary  school  and/or  university  education. 
Romany children starting the elementary school  often do not  understand Slovak (or 
Hungarian),  which  is  a  very  significant  handicap.  Many otherwise  quite  gifted  and 
intelligent Gypsy children then end up in "special schools" (schools for children with 
mental handicap). The preparation for elementary school is helped by the so-called "prep 
classes". Although there is still no legal framework for this "experiment" it is carried out 
at 61 elementary schools in 85 classes. More than 10,000 Romany children currently 
attend “prep classes”.

The  results  of  The  Roma Human Development  Project  confirmed that  Romany 
people do not want to be isolated from the majority in any way. They wish their children 
to attend the same schools as non-Romany do and that means that they do not want their 
children to be excluded from the educational system. In their opinion it is the only way 
for them to have the same access to education.

11 This is expressed also in the attitudes to property. Here are the roots of the reputation of Gypsies as notorious thefts.
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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The Romany people came to Europe in groups. In the 15th century one of the groups 
migrated through the current territory of Slovakia. It was headed by "king" Sindel and 
"dukes" Panuel, Michal, and Ondrej.

During the last seven centuries Romany community experienced respect as well as 
rejection, acceptance as well as refusal. They formed natural relationships with the rest 
of the population. When basic mutual understanding supported these relationships and 
ties,  there  were no major  conflicts  and tensions.  After  they had been deformed and 
broken, they were taken over by isolation, segregation, and strengthening of stereotypes. 
This naturally brought enmity, hostility, and (often quite realistic) fears and dangers. The 
social  distance  between  Gypsies  and  the  rest  of  the  population  has  grown. 
Marginalisation and self-marginalisation causes Romany community to behave as an 
endangered group. It then takes either an escapist (readiness to leave), or an aggressive 
strategy. This kind of behaviour can be observed even today. 

A new  wave  of  Gypsies  came  to  Slovak  territory  in  the  17th  century  from 
Western Europe. After the reforms of Maria Theresa and Josef II in the 18th century the 
attitudes towards the Gypsies in Hungary changed. They attempted to assimilate and 
emancipate  Romany  population,  so  that  they  would  "permanently  settle  down  and 
participate in economic life".7  According to the census in 1893 there were 36 thousand 
Gypsies in the territory of what is now the Slovak Republic. The government banned 
wandering. 

World  War  I  and the  establishment  of  the  first  Czechoslovak Republic  in  1918 
changed the life of Gypsy families as well. Gypsies could claim Romany nationality in 
the census. In 1927 there was a "Law on Wandering Gypsies" passed by the parliament. 
The social situation of the Gypsies was made worse by economic difficulties.  Many 
families became dependent on state social support. In 1940, there were 10,763 beggars 
registered in Slovakia. 7,599 of them were Gypsies. 8 

World War II (1939-1945) and the Holocaust will remain forever the most tragic 
chapter  in  Romany and Jewish  history.  "Gypsy cards"  were  issued,  and the  Central 
Register of Gypsies was established. If an employer employed Gypsies, he had to get 
special permission in which he would state that there are not enough workers for the job 
in the region and, as soon as it will be possible, a Gypsy worker would be dismissed. 
Since 1942 Gypsies and Jews were being sent to work camps. Gypsies from the southern 
part  of  Slovakia,  which  at  that  time  belonged  to  Hungary,  were  transported  to 
concentration camps. World War II and the Holocaust were the saddest period of Jewish 
and Gypsy history. The number of Gypsies in post-war Czechoslovakia decreased. Only 
approximately one thousand of them survived. Their traditional way of life was seriously 
damaged.

During the post-war political regime in Czechoslovakia the communist  ideology 
rejected the identity of Romany their ethnicity and mother tongue, cultural tradition, 
value system, and their specific vocations. This affected the Roma for the following 50 
years. Gypsies were labelled as a "social pathological group" by the communist rulers as 
well  as  by  the  majority  population.  The  state  took  responsibility  for  "solving"  the 
problem by often inhumane and illegitimate means. A good example is the project of 
"social  assimilation  of  Vlachika  Gypsies"  in  1958.  Its  proclaimed  goal  was  forced 
settlement and total assimilation with the rest of the population. "Social engineering" 
was the most common conceptual tool used to "solve" the "Gypsy problem". There were 
several attempts to move the Gypsies out of Slovakia and "spread them out" in Bohemia. 
This  seriously  severed  family  and  economic  ties.  There  were  about  15,000  people 
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removed from rural regions and into large cities. They were forbidden to keep their folk 
traditions,  and even Romany fairy tales could not  be broadcast.  Romany literature - 
including grammar books and dictionaries - were not published.

Gypsies became the "agenda" of a paternalistic social system of state support. This 
covered all  areas of life,  such as housing,  health care and education.  This unnatural 
relationship brought about a pathological dependency on state support. The state with 
one hand gave its citizens material benefits, while the other hand took from them the 
responsibility  for  their  well  being.  This  attitude  leads  to  isolation,  intolerance,  and 
xenophobia. The idealistic picture of smiling pioneers and healthy workers was gone. 
The majority of the population became convinced that Gypsies are unjustly supported 
and "positively discriminated".

It seemed that the 1980's brought an improvement to the status of the Romany but 
their cultural and social status was still  suppressed.  The improved health care in the 
1980‘s lowered infant mortality, improved hygiene, and the general health of the Gypsy 
population. Compulsory elementary education significantly contributed to lowering their 
illiteracy level. The Socialist school system taught children to read and write, but did not 
enable them to develop a healthy self-esteem. "Socialist internationalism", love towards 
the working class and the Soviet Union were emphasized. Many Gypsy children viewed 
their Gypsy identity as something negative and valueless. They lived in two worlds. The 
world outside taught them a new language, and new terms. They understood that their 
world, their way of life, and their language were not welcome in the larger society. They 
were  losing  their  self-respect  and saw their  failures  as  consequences  of  their  ethnic 
identity.

The situation changed after the Velvet Revolution in 1989. Romany were at that 
time quite well adapted to the way of life in the communist regime. They accepted its 
rules. Low education coupled with low work morale were not a good "start-up capital" 
for the free world. Social benefits were lost. Romany were the first who lost their jobs 
and housing.   The tensions between Romany and the rest  of the population became 
visible and obvious. "Romany problem" started to be perceived with new intensity.

On  the  other  hand,  the  change  of  the  political  regime  brought  many  positive 
developments. New cultural organisations and political parties were created or renewed. 
Gypsies  became  members  of  the  parliament.  In  the  1991  Census  they  could  claim 
Romany  nationality.  Romany  magazines,  literature  and  textbooks  started  to  be 
published. Czechoslovak president Václav Havel visited Romany villages of Letanovce 
and Spišské Tomašovce in 1990. This was the first visit of the country's president to 
Romany settlement. Representatives of the government, parliament, and the church as 
well as the president paid tribute to Romany victims of World War II.

Institutional and Legal Framework

There are 18 registered Romany political parties currently operating in Slovakia. 
After  many  arguments  and  tensions  among  Romany  political  representatives,  the 
Conference of the Roma Nation in Slovakia took place in March 2001. Roma Parliament 
was elected at this conference. This then became the highest Roma political body in 
Slovakia covering 156 organisations including Romany Law Court. The latest political 
organisation registered in 2001 is the Party of Romany Coalition, which represents 11 
parties.

The Office of the Government Commissioner for Romany Community is a part of 
the Slovak government. In 2001 its regional office in Prešov in Eastern Slovakia was 
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opened. The goals of this institution are to co-operate with experts, communicate with 
the media, and initialise, and co-ordinate projects that support the government program 
and contribute towards the solution of "Romany problem."

The Romany language was codified in Slovakia in 1971. In spite of this it is not 
used in the school system). Only 11% of Romany citizens think that all subjects should 
be  taught  in  Romany  language.  45%  of  Romany  citizens  reject  Romany  language 
completely.12 According to unofficial estimates only around 30% of Romany population 
consider Romany language as their mother tongue. It does not mean that they have no 
interest in their own language. 45% of research participants (research performed in 1996 
and 1997) stated that it is important and useful to learn Romany language. 

Co-operation with the Local and Country-Level Authorities
Several non-profit organisations are dedicated to the development of education of 

Romany  and  thus  cover  the  areas,  which  no  government  office  could  reach.  For 
example, the Romany Child Foundation sets up centres for integrated education, where 
children go to school together with their mothers. The Hope for Children Association 
created  a  program  called  "The  Roma  Child  in  Prep  Schools".  The  Pro  Familia 
Association started  "Hej-rup"  program for  home pre-school  preparation.  The aim of 
"Romany Assistants" Project is to provide assistants for teachers in the first years of 
elementary school. The Association SPOLU (Together) works in the area of education, 
Partners  for  Democratic  Change  Slovakia  aims  at  the  education  of  the  democratic 
functioning  of  society,  cross-cultural  communication,  and  mutual  understanding  of 
minorities. The Sándor Márai Foundation is involved in a pilot project called Assistants - 
Speakers of Romany Communities.  We could also mention many other  associations: 
Citizen and Democracy, Good Angel Kessaj, Info-Romany and so on.

There is a tendency towards closer co-operation between state-owned schools and 
educational  organisations,  churches,  and  NGOs.  For  example,  the  Milan  Šimečka 
Foundation, and the Methodical Centre in Prešov educate teachers in the area of human 
rights. The Civic Association Orava for Democracy in Education co-operates with the 
State Educational Institute in Bratislava and educates the teachers of Romany children. 
The Doors Open Wide Foundation co-operates with the Department of Education of the 
Prešov University.

The missing strategy of local governments - community collaboration in solving 
Romany issues is maybe the weakest part of all decentralisation efforts in Slovakia. This 
presents a big challenge, but also the realistic direction of all future governmental, non-
profit, and private efforts.
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BEST PRACTICES OF ROMA PROJECTS IN SLOVAKIA

AN INDEPENDENT SOCIAL AND CULTURAL ROMA NEWSPAPER IN SLOVAKIA12

Many Romany in Slovakia felt the mainstream media did not do justice in providing 
information about their  life.  Many of them have dreamt about how the media could 
assist  removing  barriers  to  mutual  understanding,  prejudices,  and  distance  between 
cultures  and  help  to  conciliate  and  remove  ethnic  tension  and  racial  conflicts  by 
delivering  positive  information  about  joint  activities  of  Roma  and  non-Roma.  This 
would reduce the number of negative events in both communities that are based on the 
mutual  stereotype  of  perception,  and  clarify  information  misunderstanding  (in  non-
Romany media) that are often caused by insufficient knowledge of historical context.

For this reason, there were a number of attempts to publish newspapers for Romany 
in  Slovakia.  Most  of  the  attempts  were  stopped  due  to  financing problems.  Having 
survived the inherent difficulties, “Romano nevo lil” (magazine) has been successfully 
published for more than 10 years and has increased its circulation by nearly 200%.

Its founders, people within the Jekhetane Association – Spolu, set out to establish a 
professional,  impartial,  free and open media space where only objective information 
about the life of Romany living in the SR (and abroad) would be communicated, as well 
as all levels of the cultural, social, intellectual and political life of Romany and non-
Romany would be  shown.  They focused  their  efforts  on  both  Roma and non-Roma 
population in Slovakia with different expectations of the outcome.

As for the Roma population, they wanted to provide it with a newspaper to strengthen 
their human, civic, national and professional self-esteem. The paper’s ambition was to 
serve as a source of accurate and reliable information and facilitate Romas’ positive self-
presentation and self-actualisation. The founders hoped to increase Roma participation 
in the newspaper production and their journalistic professionalism.

In  addition,  the  goal  was  also  to offer  complex information in  terms  of  amount, 
variety, and novelty that would invoke the interest of non-Roma readers in the Roma 
community and its arts and culture in general. 

10 years later, with a circulation of 8600 copies distributed on subscription and with 
its internet version available at www.rnl.vadium.sk,  Romano nevo lil  has managed to 
stay impartial,  gain trust,  initiate cross-cultural partnerships, involve Roma people in 
media production across Slovakia, become a reliable source of information on Roma and 
last but not least win a series of awards. 

There is a record number of Roma student applicants receiving scholarships, artistic 
ensembles winning contracts and personalities having the opportunity to participate in 
local  projects  based  on  information  published  in  the  paper.  Readers  address  the 
newsroom  staff  for  advice  through  letters  and  telephone  calls  and  spontaneous 
correspondence has increased from 30 to 70 contributions a year. There are 2 Roma 
employees and 10 external Roma reporters involved in the production of each issue and 
the magazine has assisted many Roma journalists to become more professional; today 
they work as interns in several non-Roma print and electronic media.

12 The three organisations running the presented projects are: Jekhetane - Together from Prešov, with their project Romano 
Nevo Ľil newspaper, Centre for Community Development and the local administration of Lunik IX with its project Security Service 
in Luník IX, and The Centre for Conflict Prevention and Resolution (PDCS) with Educational Series of Training Aimed to Improve 
Management of Romany Projects.
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The newsroom has brought to life a  project  called "A Roma Circulating Gallery" 
which presents the production of former RNL readers – talented artists. From January 
2001 to January 2002 their art was presented at eight expositions throughout Slovakia 
and an Internet exposition is being prepared. The newsroom presents the "Roma Book 
Project" compiled from manuscripts of various Roma writers who have turned to the 
RNL with their literary works and have been published for the very first time in the 
RNL. 

Besides their editorial work, the RNL staff has created space for the clarification of 
various misunderstandings: project MYTHS and FACTS (about Roma) offers discussion 
clubs of the newspaper staff and experts for non-Roma journalists on topics such as the 
growth of Roma population in Slovakia, their attitude towards education and influence 
of Roma woman’s life style on the rest of population.

Besides  individuals,  the  subscribers  include  libraries,  city  governments  and  other 
municipalities, schools, and non-Roma periodicals. In total, about 30% of subscribers 
are non-Roma.

The paper’s contribution to the Slovak media culture and ethics and cross-cultural 
understanding has been recognised by a number of awards from various institutions. The 
1998 “Award for Democracy and Civil Society Development” (for production of the 
newspaper) and the 2001 Memorable Medal of the President of the SR to the RNL team 
for their activities against racism and the Holocaust are among the most remarkable.

The future of the project is not possible through self-financing because the Roma 
subscribers are not solvent enough, and companies and institutions are not willing to buy 
advertising in a Roma newspaper. The financial costs for a weekly newspaper with a 
circulation of 8,600 copies and with professional equipment of the newsroom amount to 
4 million Slovak Crowns. Today, the publication of Romano nevo lil on a weekly basis 
still remains a dream but with its successful record in the past, there is a good chance to 
see it come true soon. 

ROMA SERVICE FOR THE MAINTENANCE OF ORDER IN LUNIK IX. 13

Kosice is the second largest city in Slovakia with approximately 240,000 inhabitants. 
It is located in the eastern part of Slovakia. Kosice has the largest Roma suburb, Lunik 
IX, where most of the Romas from the Kosice region were moved to during the last 
fifteen years.

The inhabitants of the suburb Lunik IX in Kosice, approximately 3,900 people, are 
mostly Roma who are unemployed and not paying rent. The suburb is known for a high 
criminal record and often referred to as a ghetto.

Despite repeated effort the bad image of Lunik IX – associated with disorder, waste in 
the streets and everyday small crime remained. The neighbourhood was regularly visited 
by the  highest  politics  representatives  from Slovakia  and EU. Every such  visit  was 
accompanied by wide media record stressing the same prejudice message: the situation 
is not solvable, local Roma are the source of the problems and they will never change. In 
April 2000, the Lunik IX local municipality changed their strategy. They stopped relying 
on others, ceased blaming authorities for not solving the situation and decided to look 
for more a visible self-help approach. The local municipality in close collaboration with 
the Civic Association Centre for Development of Community in Lunik IX came to a 

13 Implementer of this prooject is: The Civic Association for Development of Community in Lunik IX and Local Municipality Lunik 
IX
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joint agreement. The idea of civil community policing was the creative answer.  They 
decided to establish a voluntary Roma service for maintenance of order. Its members 
were  expected  to  participate  actively  in  resolving  local  problems.  From  fifty  local 
candidates,  twelve  men  were  selected.  They  fulfilled  basic  requirements  –  “clean” 
criminal records, possessing informal authority among the inhabitants, and being known 
for their moral quality. The city police prepared educational training for them. Members’ 
powers  and  duties  were  explained  to  them.  The  Roma  service  members  co-operate 
closely with the state and city police.

The project  objectives  of  the  Roma Service  Project  for  Maintenance  of  Order  in 
Lunik IX were not connected with security only. Neighbourhood education had the same 
value from the beginning. Roma Service, to some extent, is teaching the inhabitants of 
the suburb to keep order, to maintain good hygiene, to keep good relationships among 
people, to respect the law, help limit the truancy of school-age children, and to assist in 
reducing the number of people who are sniffing and using various other drugs. 

General evaluation of the project is excellent: The founding and running the Roma 
Service for the Maintenance of Order for Lunik IX does not completely solve the Roma 
issue, but it partially helps to improve the social situation in the families of the members 
employed by the service, and it encourages and offers a clear evidence that some of the 
problems can be helped by the Roma themselves. Roma Service stopped the throwing of 
rubbish from balconies and sniffing in public areas. They helped investigate some thefts. 
All twelve employees of the Roma Service are Roma themselves living directly in the 
neighbourhood of Lunik IX. Their example is very inspiring for the others. This project 
receives positive feedback from the media and in the non-Roma communities of Kosice. 
In the past three years,  there has been an observed decrease in the level of criminal 
activity in the area, as well as greater motivation of children to participate in free time 
activities assisted by a member of the Service for the Maintenance of Order.

Beside the main goal of the project, other positive effects can be observed: 

• Order  and  tidiness  improvements  are  visible:  the  majority  of  citizens  use  scrap 
material/waste paper bins.

• Drug and alcohol prevention for young Roma: In Club of Right Roma Boys and 
Right  Roma Girls  the  informal  preventive  anti-drug  education  takes  place.  Four 
members of the Roma service have established this popular free time program for 
Roma children. A program “The Right Roma Boy and The Right Roma Girl” has 
been  operating  for  three  years  and  recently  it  has  been  replicated  in  four  other 
locations: two suburbs in Kosice and two suburbs in Presov.

• Keeping the principles of good relationships between people: inhabitants gradually 
learn to keep the peace during certain hours. Noisy nights are no more an everyday 
experience.

• An  improvement  of  the  schooling  situation:  discipline  was  improved  in  the 
kindergarten  and basic  school  in  the  suburbs.  Because of  educational  work with 
parents  it  was  possible  to  oversee  school  attendance,  and  escort  children  to  the 
school.  The Service for the Maintenance of Order also monitors both local schools 
during the nights. 

Two  million  Slovak  Crowns  per  year  are  needed  to  keep  the  Service  for  the 
Maintenance  of  Order  functioning.  Long-term  financing  from  municipal  funds 
represents as much as 50% of the yearly budget of the municipality. Up till now the 
financing is done by grants and donations from non-governmental organisations and by 
direct support from the Government Office of the Slovak Republic. 
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Very soon the idea to multiplicate this program in neighbouring areas emerged. But 
reality is much more complicated than wishes for the quick repetition of the experience 
from Lunik IX. The Roma Service program has been attempted in other locations, but 
has  encountered  problems,  mainly  regarding  the  co-operation  between  the  local 
municipality and the local police. In spite of these problems the idea is still being carried 
forward.

EDUCATIONAL SERIES OF TRAINING COURSES TO IMPROVE THE 
MANAGEMENT OF ROMA PROJECTS14

The majority of the help connected with Roma is focused on direct humanitarian aid, 
support  of  the  disadvantaged  Roma  population  or  changing  the  top-level  policy 
approaches. PDCS tried to identify the area where the help might have a long-lasting 
effect, where Roma will not be only in a recipient, but also in a helper position and 
where the Roma/Non-Roma dialogue may naturally continue. They decided to focus on 
the Roma and Non-Roma managers of Romany projects. 

This focus was based upon the experience that projects aimed at helping the Roma 
and improving relations between the Romany and non-Romany populations usually do 
not last long. The reason is not the lack of creativity, but the fact that quite often activists 
are not able to create and manage projects that are sustainable. Therefore, PDCS focused 
on strengthening skills that can help make crucial organisational and long-term lasting 
changes. Part of the interest was also looking for natural bridges enabling mutual inter-
ethnic dialogue and getting used to implement projects it in cross-cultural co-operation. 
PDCS tried to avoid short term “parachute activities”  in order to achieve project  goals 
decided  to  work  in  a  long-term  time  frame  and  with  diverse  training  formats 
simultaneously.  

The project objectives were to strengthen the capacity for implementing sustainable 
projects  that  help  Roma,  and  to  create  a  network  of  mutually  supportive  project 
implementers from non-governmental organisations.

Equal  and  fair  informing  about  educational  possibilities  is  sometimes  difficult  in 
Roma  community.  Different  Roma  subgroups  are  not  co-operating  and  having 
representatives from different Roma subgroups might be a problem. That why PDCS 
created an advisory board for the project (including Roma advisors), gathered contacts 
on Romany organisations to get local recommendations about selection of participants 
and trainers and widely published information about organising the training series in 
Non-profit, on the NGO server www.changenet.sk, and in the Sama Daj magazine. After 
that  three  1-day selection meetings in  Bratislava,  Prešov,  and Banská Bystrica  were 
organised, where the most proper participants were selected for the long term training. 

Training  was  composed  of   five  3-day  training  sessions,  two  2-day  supervisory 
meetings,  a  set  of  consultations,  conference  and  own  work  in  trainees  preparation 
projects. The training group had 28 participants from all over Slovakia (both Roma and 
non-Roma):  from  non-governmental  organisations,  District  Offices,  Charity,  Local 
Governments, and others. 20 participants from the long-term training series gained a 
certificate accredited by the Ministry of Education of the Slovak Republic after fulfilling 
all the requirements. 

14 Implementer of t6his project is Partners For Democratic Change Slovakia (PDCS)
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EVALUATION

At the end,  the whole training program was evaluated by an independent  outside 
evaluator. 

Her comments include these observations about the positive outcomes of the project:

• The project  had a  very important  networking effect.  13 participants  began a co-
operation between other organisations or with various offices. 12 participants applied 
for a grant and six received one. 11 participants mentioned specific activities. For 
example, organising children camps, lectures on the Roma for children in children 
homes followed by a visit  to a  Roma community,  exhibition of children’s  art,  a 
sporting day for children, folk dance performances, and an evening to remember the 
Romany  Holocaust.  Other  activities  included:  bashavel  (a  party),  a  children’s 
mission,  soccer matches,  Miss Roma (the money collected was used to purchase 
exercise books for an elementary school and a nursery), a benefit concert (money 
collected will be used for a Saint Nicholas party), public presentation of a NGO, a 
lecture on planned parenthood and contraception for Romany women and girls, a 
concert, the opening of a center for activities, a Romany women leaders project, and 
Days of Romany culture.  

• One respondent mentioned how the training inspired him to be more active when 
solving a crisis situation in one Romany family. A school he was working at had a 
child that was neglected by his/her parents. Teachers and tutors did not know what to 
do – they reported it but nothing happened. Having in mind what he learned at the 
training, he thought that he could try to help the situation. He tracked down the 
report and found out that the problem was that only one copy was sent to the parents. 
This is significant because the Roma often do not respond to only one report sent to 
them. Many reports must be sent before the Roma will take them seriously. Because 
of his intervention, the school learned how to communicate with the parents more 
effectively  and  the  parents  learned  how serious  consequences  of  not  responding 
might threaten them. 

• Two new civic associations were established by four of the participants. Another 
participant is about to establish another organisation. Three participants are already 
working in civic associations, helping to establish new civic institutions. Different 
informal associations – a folk group, a bodybuilding club, a children’s club, and a 
Romany Club - were established by three respondents, one of them even established 
two such associations. One participant started working as a volunteer for two civic 
associations.

• Four participants (from three organisations) obtained offices for their organisations, 
and two of them managed to get technical equipment – computers, printers, etc.

• Two respondents  trained others within the projects  of PDCS and DOMKA. Two 
participants  found a  job  – one in  public  works  and the  other  one  as  a  Romany 
assistant. 

• Three respondents managed to gain more co-workers, two hired workers for public 
works. A total of 17 people were hired in one organisation – two in administration, 
six to maintain the exterior and interior of the organisation and nine as field workers 
to  assist  in  schools  (mainly  helping  first  graders)  and  mapping  the  situation  in 
communities
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• Not all trainees were successful in their efforts. But all of them learned that the own 
effort in trying to make situation better usually counts. Two participants mentioned 
that they can not actively participate in this area – one is a student in his last year of 
studies and therefore he is involved in the activities of his organisation only as a 
participant,  and the  other  one  left  the  organisation  that  sent  him to  the  training 
sessions and started to participate in a course with different specialisation. Another 
respondent does not directly use the knowledge gained in the course but in his free 
time he helps in establishing a Roma club in his town.

The experience gained in this  project  will  be  used in  follow-up projects.  We are 
confident that creating mixed (ethnic, inter-sectional, regional, with different levels of 
experience) groups is the best approach possible, supporting participants to co-operate 
better  and  inviting  visitors  who  could  offer  positive  examples.  One  of  the  biggest 
benefits is that project providers have gained friends and Roma colleagues for future 
projects. 

In this project conditions for creating a network for mutual information sharing and 
co-operation between Romany and non-Romany organisations  were  established.  The 
principles of how to work with this target group most effectively were summarised in a 
brochure  accessible  to  other  NGOs.  Many participants  of  this  project  are  currently 
working in their local environment as consultants and managers of Roma projects and 
execute the natural follow-up to the project.
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