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Pictures paint a thousand words. The aim of this book is to offer a
visual complement to the numerous studies on Roma integration
by approaching a burning social and political issue from a human
and consciously subjective angle. It documents the challenges of
Roma access to crucial areas such as education, health, housing
and employment. Examples of inclusion are contrasted with
scenes of exclusion and social marginalization. 

Roma Realities is a view from the inside: The photographic per-
spective of Yves Leresche stands in dialogue with voices and
views of the Roma themselves: How do those directly concerned
comment and reflect on the Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-
2015? What progress do they observe? Which solutions do they
propose? To mirror the wide spectrum of realities and opinions,
we open the chapters with voices from Roma neighborhoods in
the Balkans and wrap them up by interviews with Roma experts.
Common to the interviewees is their sustained engagement for
the cause of Roma inclusion. They are members of organizations
that build the institutional backbone of the Decade: The Open
Society Institute, the Roma Education Fund, DecadeWatch and
others. 

We thank all the Roma who have given us insight into their daily
lives and shared their opinions with us. All of them have con-
tributed to broadening our perception of Roma realities. And they
ultimately remind us of the urgency to move forward on the inclu-
sion agenda with policy reforms and sustainable actions. 

Berne, July 2009

R O M A  R E A L I T I E S :
A VIEW FROM THE  INS IDE





Anniversary of the death of a patriarch near Baia-Mare, Romania 1997.
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The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC)
and the World Bank are pleased to present this unique Roma
Realities catalog which portrays the lives of Roma commu -
nities in Southern Europe, authored by the Swiss photogra-
pher Yves Leresche, with photos taken between 1990 and
2008 in Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Kosovo, and
Albania. The photo collection illustrates the lives of Roma
communities by evoking the themes of family and traditional
ways of living, juxtaposed against the images symbolizing the
marginalization of Roma, their joblessness, social exclusion,
low health standards, but also coping strategies for survival
and Roma aspirations for inclusion into mainstream societies. 

Twenty years after the fall of the Berlin wall, marked by the
seminal transition of Central and Eastern European
economies into market economies, and five years after their
accession to the European Union, the Roma, Europe’s largest
minority with an estimated 6 to 9 million of people, still
remain one of the largest disadvantaged and marginalized
ethnic groups. Roma still lag behind the economic, political,
and social developments of 21st century Europe.

We at the World Bank believe that putting the plight of Roma
at the forefront of Europe’s social inclusion agenda and ensur-
ing that they enjoy equal social and economic rights is not only
a moral obligation but also an economic necessity for the coun-
tries concerned. Not least in view of the substantial demo -
graphic decline expected for the coming decades, countries 
in Central and Southeast Europe cannot afford the exclusion
from productive employment of millions of their citizens. 

PUTTING THE PLIGHT OF
ROMA AT THE FOREFRONT

Shigeo Katsu

Vice President
Europe and Central Asia Region

The World Bank

FOREWORD
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The Decade of Roma Inclusion launched in 2005 and active-
ly supported by efforts and tangible solutions offered by inter-
national development organizations, such as the World Bank,
the Open Society Institute, and the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation, highlights the pressing need
to take action on Roma inclusion into European society.  
Since 2005, some progress has been made, as evidenced by
the DecadeWatch assessment of young Roma activists, yet
more has to be done until we can truly say that the lives of
Roma across Europe have been improved and their rights
equaled with those enjoyed by a larger society. It is the obli-
gation of the national governments and civil society, in collab-
oration with the international community, to ensure that not a
single Roma life is left behind.

Art is said to have the ability to rise beyond social stigma and
the potential to break social, political, and economic bound-
aries both, visible, perceptible, and unseen. Through these
photographs, we hope to impact the consciousness of every
single citizen of Europe by drawing attention to the plight of
Roma and raising awareness of their situation. Let the images
of Roma realities speak for themselves!

SHIGEO KATSU

FOREWORD



Belgrade, Serbia 2006.



Woman with her youngest son and her first grand-son, Bucovina, Romania 1998.
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Wedding near Bucharest, Romania 1995.





Waiting for the shepherd, Bucovina, Romania 2000.





After a long day collecting cardboard, slum of Gazela, Belgrade, Serbia 2006.
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DECLARATION OF THE DECADE OF
ROMA INCLUSION 
2005 – 2015

BUILDING ON THE MOMENTUM OF
THE 2003 CONFERENCE, “ROMA IN
AN EXPANDING EUROPE:
CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE,” 

WE PLEDGE THAT OUR GOVERNMENTS
WILL WORK TOWARD ELIMINATING
DISCRIMINATION AND CLOSING THE
UNACCEPTABLE GAPS BETWEEN
ROMA AND THE REST OF SOCIETY,
AS IDENTIFIED IN OUR DECADE
ACTION PLANS.

WE DECLARE THE YEARS 2005–2015
TO BE THE DECADE OF ROMA
INCLUSION AND WE COMMIT TO
SUPPORT THE FULL PARTICIPATION
AND INVOLVEMENT OF NATIONAL
ROMA COMMUNITIES IN ACHIEVING
THE DECADE’S OBJECTIVES AND TO
DEMONSTRATE PROGRESS BY 

litho9
Note
??? quelle est la correction ???
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MEASURING OUTCOMES AND
REVIEWING EXPERIENCES IN THE
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE DECADE’S
ACTION PLANS.

WE INVITE OTHER STATES TO JOIN
OUR EFFORT.

SOFIA, BULGARIA, FEBRUARY 2, 2005
SIGNED BY THE GOVERNMENTS OF
ALBANIA*
BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA*
BULGARIA
CROATIA
CZECH REPUBLIC
HUNGARY
MACEDONIA
MONTENEGRO
ROMANIA 
SERBIA
SLOVAK REPUBLIC
SPAIN*

* JOINED THE DECADE IN 2008



Roma family at the outskirts of Tirana, Albania 2007.





Slum of Gazela, Belgrade, Serbia 2006.





Social and economic marginalization of Roma increased with the fall of communism. 
In a deserted factory, Korça, Albania 2008.
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WHILE SOME ROMA ARE CONNECTED TO
THE INTERNET, OTHERS STILL DON’T HAVE
ACCESS TO WATER AND ELECTRICITY. 

HOW TO BRIDGE THE GAP?
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1
EXCLUSION

 – INCLUSION



“FIRST OF ALL, THE LOCAL GOVERNMENTS
SHOULD VISIT THE ROMA SETTLEMENTS AND
TALK TO THE PEOPLE TO DETERMINE THE PRI-
ORITIES: WHO NEEDS ELECTRICITY? WHO NEEDS
A DOCTOR? WHO SHOULD GO TO SCHOOL?
DECADE PROGRESS IN THE FIELD STRONGLY
DEPENDS ON LOCAL AUTHORITIES, AND THE
SLIGHTEST CHANGE IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT CAN
UNDERMINE WHATEVER HAS BEEN ACHIEVED.”

DUŠKO KOSTIĆ (45), Beli Manastir (Baranja), Croatia.

“THE DECADE HAS AN ENORMOUS POTENTIAL
FOR BECOMING A TURNING POINT IN THE SITUA-
TION OF ROMA. BUT FOR THIS IT NEEDS, LIKE
MOST EUROPEAN INSTITUTIONS AND GOVERN-
MENTS, TO MOVE FROM WORDS TO DEEDS.”

VALERIU NICOLAE (38), Roma activist, Bucharest, Romania.
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“I heard about the Decade and I think that it is good idea. It should focus on educa-
tion and also on employment, because if I don’t have a job I cannot send my children
to school. Neither can I meet the cost for the legalization of my house in case it
should ever be legalized. These issues are interconnected and cannot be separated.”

SALI DUDA (39), unemployed, Zemun Polje, Serbia.

“The governments were very supportive as long as they didn’t realize that the Decade
is under their responsibility.”          

ZAKLINA DURMIS (40), Roma activist, Skopje, Macedonia.

“I have never heard about the Decade because nobody has informed me. I hope that
it will bring us jobs, normal living accommodations, and that we will finally live as
everybody else in this country.”

MILAN PEŠIĆ (35), unemployed, Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia.

“Unfortunately many people – Roma and non-Roma – don’t know what the Decade
is and how Roma can benefit. Another weak part of the Decade is the fact that the
people implementing projects are not always qualified. An effort should be made to
engage people with a true commitment to improving the position of Roma.”

FEKRIJA BAJRAMI (36), kindergarten coordinator, Arandjelovac, Serbia.

“I heard about the Decade on TV, but I don’t really understand what it is all about.” 
DŽEMAIL DUDA (37), unemployed, Zemun Polje, Serbia. 

“It is hard to give objective evidence of Decade progress due to the complexity of the
measures taken by different stakeholders. Roma expect that the state should have full
ownership on the Decade, but most of the interventions are done on small-scale proj-
ects supported by international funds.”

NADIR REDZEPI (45), Decade Watch, Tetovo, Macedonia.

“As I’m illiterate, I don’t know, but I think that it should assist the children at school
and help us to find jobs. I also think that the non-governmental sector should work
more, and that the government should care more for us.“

FATIME ABDULOVA (40), unemployed, Veles, Macedonia.
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32 Fetching drinking water far from home, Belgrade 2008.



Roma middle class family, Skopje 2007.



Roma actor, Belgrade, Serbia 2008.





New Belgrade, Serbia 2008.





38 Many children abandon school at an early age, Tirana, Albania 2007.



Medical doctors of Roma origin are still an exception, Korca, Albania 2008.



Model of integration: Roma policeman at a provincial level, near Belgrade 2007.



41Difficult access to the labor market: youth in the suburbs of Tirana, Albania 2007.



Recycling – a vital source of income: garbage dump in Tirana, Albania 2008. 





Broadcasting community news: Roma TV,  Skopje, Macedonia 2008.
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YOU DEFEND THE IDEA THAT EUROPE SHOULD
CARE MORE ABOUT ROMA INTEGRATION. WHY?
The riots in 2004 in Slovakia targeting the Roma had many fea-
tures in common with the riots in the autumn of 2005 in France,
and the recent violent incidents in Italy, Bulgaria, Hungary, the
Czech Republic and Romania. They show that both new and old
European democracies can have dramatic setbacks if they do not
seriously address widespread racism and social exclusion. Roma
are the most hated ethnic group, and are perceived as the most
serious danger to social and economic cohesion in Europe.

THE ROMA DECADE HAS BEEN LAUNCHED TO
ADDRESS THESE PROBLEMS… 
The involvement of the governments has been limited to protocol-
drafting and rhetoric. There are no structures dedicated to the
Decade within the member states, nor officials who are in charge
of making commitments. It is significant that there is still no
record of any president or prime minister who has visited a Roma
ghetto, and there are no public debates between Roma and high-
level politicians. Such initiatives, which are fundamental for creat-
ing media trends that could lead to a change of mainstream atti-
tudes about the Roma, are ignored by the governments.  

AND THE ENGAGEMENT OF THE EU?
As it stands, there is no Roma unit and no Roma working for the
Commission. Seven to nine million Roma live in Europe and even
the most optimistic politicians in Brussels cannot speak about any
existing dialogue with Roma communities. However, recently
there have been a lot of positive steps taken by the European
Commission (EC) under the pressure of the European Council.
The EC has good reason to take the lead of such an initiative. It is
time to rethink Europe’s Roma strategy.

“IT IS TIME TO RETHINK 
EUROPE’S ROMA STRATEGY”
INTERVIEW WITH VALERIU NICOLAE*
Senior Advocacy Officer – Roma Initiatives – 
Open Society Institute Romania

*Valeriu Nicolae (38) holds a
Master’s degree in Diplomatic
Studies. He was till recently the
Secretary General of the European
Roma Grassroots Organizations
(ERGO), a network focused on
Roma mobilization. 

EXCLUSION – INCLUSION



Brother and sister studying design, Niš, Serbia 2008.



Roma mayor of Suto Orizari, Skopje, Macedonia 2007.
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WHAT SHOULD BE DONE TO IMPROVE THE 
CURRENT SITUATION?
We need a European minorities and human rights policy to com-
bat social exclusion of ethnic and religious minorities. Such a pol-
icy would encourage a popular movement against racism and fas-
cism in Europe. It could also address some of the main dangers
within the existing Romani movement.

WHAT DANGERS ARE YOU REFERRING TO?
In general, the Romani movement and, in particular, its interna-
tional segment is almost a closed system. This results in very low
or unrealistic expectations, as the pool of ideas is very small.
Autocratic leadership encourages isolation; criticism is discour-
aged; and progress is perceived as an attack to tradition and cul-
ture that, in fact, has nothing to do with either tradition or culture. 

HOW TO REFORM THE ROMANI MOVEMENT?
The Roma movement needs to move away from small communi-
ty or family interests towards principles able to attract new peo-
ple, and should avoid exclusionary principles based on blood puri-
ty. There is a need to build bridges with other ethnic minority
movements in order to mainstream ethnic minority rights.
Unfortunately, the main stakeholders on the international and
national scene do nothing to capacitate a new generation of lead-
ers, but rather give support to traditional leadership instead. 

HOW TO MOVE ON WITH THE DECADE?
The Decade needs higher diplomatic presence in its steering
committee. These high-ranking government officials should be
appointed specifically to be responsible for the Decade. The initia-
tive should be chaired by the European Commission and based in
Brussels, so it will have maximum efficiency. Communication
between Roma communities and the European Commission
could be improved through the establishment of a European
ambassador for Roma issues who receives strong political and
diplomatic support. The Decade is a perfect justification for tem-
porarily creating such structures and positions. 

“EUROPEAN DEMOCRACIES CAN HAVE DRAMATIC
SETBACKS IF THEY DO NOT ADDRESS WIDESPREAD
RACISM AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION.”

EXCLUSION – INCLUSION



Leposavić Roma camp, Kosovo 2007.
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A PROTECTED AND HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT
IMPROVES THE LIFE PERSPECTIVES OF
ROMA CHILDREN. INVESTING IN WOMEN’S
EDUCATION IS CRUCIAL.
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2
HEALTH 

AND 
GENDER
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“ROMA WOMEN SHOULD BE INCLUDED IN THE
DECADE. THEY SHOULD BE TRAINED IN ORDER TO
GET ACQUAINTED WITH THEIR RIGHTS, TO PROVIDE
HEALTH CARE, AND TO COOPERATE WITH OTHER
WOMEN. EDUCATION IS THE FIRST STEP TO BETTER
HEALTH PROTECTION. A CAMPAIGN SHOULD BE
ORGANIZED IN ORDER TO IMPROVE GIRLS’ EDUCA-
TION.” 

AJSE ALIEVA (23), student in Economics, Veles, Macedonia.
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“Intimate and sensitive issues are often taboo within the Roma community. Therefore Roma
women are often not aware about the risks of pregnancy and don’t have information about
contraception. They don’t visit gynecologists, thereby endangering both themselves and
their child.” 

LYDIA BARIOVA, Roma Education Fund Country Facilitator, Bratislava, Slovakia.

“Previously, we did not have health insurance. The reason cited by the social welfare office
was that we had more than three children. After we paid a lot of money to an insurance
company, we finally got the blue card. Since our children had been infected by hepatitis, we
had no other choice but to pay.”

FATIME ABDULOVA (40), housewife, 6 children, Veles, Macedonia.

“Most Roma don’t know their rights. In Macedonia, for instance, Roma avoid taking their
children to the doctor because they ignore that there is no need to have a health insurance
for kids below the age of seven. The government should inform them. The Health Ministry
has brochures, but it doesn’t distribute them!”

ZAKLINA DURMIS (40), Roma activist, Skopje, Macedonia.

“I have a health card and access to health centers, but I sometimes feel discriminated by
the medical staff. When my son was hit by a car, I took him straight to the hospital.
However, the doctor refused to make a detailed examination.”

JELENA IBRAIMOVIĆ (26), housewife, 3 children, Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia.

“Our health cards burned down with our house. So, now we can no longer go to the doc-
tor for medical treatment. The hospitals would accept us, but we would have to pay and we
don’t have the money for that.”

GORDANA STAMENKOVIĆ (31), housewife, 4 children, Gazela, New Belgrade.



Facing hardship with tenderness. Tirana 2008.







Supper at the slum of Gazela, New Belgrade 2006.



Wedding is an alliance between families. The bride has to comply with customary law. 
Traditional community in Elbasan, Albania 2007. 
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HAS ROMA HEALTH IMPROVED WITH THE DECADE?
The recent progress is motivated by the accession of Romania to
the European Union and not by the Decade itself. This is the case
with the adoption of the anti-discrimination law and also of the
Ministry of Health taking over the Romani CRISS initiative of
Romani health mediators since 2002. The governments of the
Decade countries have worked on national policies to improve the
situation of Roma because they were pressed into it by the EU – it
was a criteria to get EU membership. The Decade worked in com-
plement to this process by initiating National Actions Plans. 

WHAT ARE THE MAIN OBSTACLES FOR ROMA
ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE?
In a nutshell: no health insurance, no access to quality infrastruc-
ture, little information, isolated settlements. These problems are
multiplied by instances of discrimination, for example by separa-
tion of Roma from other patients in hospitals, determined consult-
ing hours or even refusal of some family doctors to register
Romani patients. There is a strong intolerance by the medical staff
towards Romani customs and a lack of understanding concerning
the fact that Roma move around with their family for seasonal
work, or that a Roma woman cannot go alone to the gynecologist. 

HOW CAN ROMA GET ACCESS 
TO HEALTH INSURANCE?
To get insured is a complicated process for someone who is mar-
ginalized. Unless you have an insurance policy through your job,
it is expensive. You can also get insurance with the support of the
social welfare office, but on several conditions. Most Roma lack
the necessary documentation; they don’t even have a birth certifi-
cate. In Romania, health mediators have been introduced, among
other things, to assist Roma in taking the necessary steps, but
most countries cannot offer any support regarding health issues. 

“ROMA INTEGRATION WILL
COME THROUGH WOMEN”
INTERVIEW WITH NICOLETA BITU*
Romani CRISS, Romania

* Nicoleta Bitu lives in Bucharest.
She is a program coordinator 
at the Roma Center for Social
Intervention and Studies 
(Romani CRISS). 
In the interview, she expresses 
her personal opinion.

HEALTH AND GENDER



Plemetina camp, Kosovo 2007.



Roma medical assistant, Târgu Jiu, Romania 2008.
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WHAT ABOUT FAMILY PLANNING ?
Family planning is a very controversial issue, both at a political level
and within the Roma communities. We cannot accept the approach
of the nationalistic politicians who consider that Roma have too
many children. Contraception must be a personal decision, and
some women receive advice on family planning without telling their
husband. Generally, there is a need for more information, but the
health mediators have not been trained to fully provide it.

HOW DO YOU, AS A ROMA WOMAN, DEAL WITH
INCLUSION AND TRADITION?
It is difficult to find the right balance between civil law and tradi-
tion. Let’s take teenagers’ weddings: in the Roma tradition, wed-
ding marks the beginning of sexual life. I agree with this practice
as long as the decision comes from the young couple. I disagree
that the couple has no choice but to comply with customary law
like in very traditional communities. The question is: how can I
preserve my culture and avoid that tradition becomes a cause of
social marginalization and human rights violations?

WHAT ARE THE MAIN CHALLENGES IN REACHING
THE DECADE GOALS?
The whole process needs gender awareness, and the issue can-
not be treated as peripheral. Roma integration will come through
women. Both governments and intergovernmental organizations
need to be aware of the existence of Romani women and address
their needs. 

WOMEN EMPOWERMENT AND ROMA CULTURE –
A CONTRADICTION? 
When I started to work on women’s rights years ago, my engage-
ment was not appreciated. Today, about one-third of Roma social
activists are women and get the respect of their community. It is
not all but success stories, yet Roma women are finally on the
agenda of Roma integration policies. The Roma Education Fund
has not yet focused on the specific situation of girls and gender-
equality opportunities. These issues are not easy to address in a
culture where girls become mothers at an early age.

“THERE IS INTOLERANCE AND A LACK OF 
UNDERSTANDING BY THE MEDICAL STAFF 
TOWARDS THE ROMANI CUSTOMS.” 

HEALTH AND GENDER



Laundry day: scene at the outskirts of Tirana 2007.
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UNEMPLOYMENT IS HIGH AMONG ROMA
YOUTH. VOCATIONAL TRAINING FACILITATES
THE ACCESS TO THE LABOR MARKET.
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UNEMPLOYMENT
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“FOR 7 YEARS, I’VE BEEN WORKING AS AN EDUCA-
TIONAL ASSISTANT FOR ROMA PUPILS. I GOT MY
JOB BECAUSE I WAS THE ONLY PERSON IN THE SET-
TLEMENT WHO HAD FINISHED SECONDARY SCHOOL,
WHICH I DID THROUGH AN INSTITUTION PROVIDING
FREE EDUCATION FOR ADULTS. I DON’T HAVE A
PERMANENT CONTRACT, BUT I LIKE MY JOB. TO
BECOME A TEACHER HAS ALWAYS BEEN MY DREAM.”

Š  TEFICA ŽMEGAČ   (36), educational assistant for Roma pupils, Strmec Podravski (Varaždin), Croatia.

“THE POOREST RESULTS ARE IN THE AREA OF
EMPLOYMENT. THE REASON IS – BESIDES THE LACK
OF AN ANTI-DISCRIMINATION LAW – THE SCARCE
EXPERTISE OF ROMA CONSULTANTS IN THIS AREA.
WE NEED TO BUILD A ROMA ELITE ABLE TO IMPLE-
MENT ACTION PLANS AND TO TRAIN OTHER ROMA.”

ISMET JAŠAREVIĆ (58), unemployed professor and Roma activist, New Belgrade, Serbia.
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“I participated some years ago in a training course for seamstresses, but as I hadn’t finished
primary school, I could not find a job. Now I am collecting iron with my husband, but the
price is very low. When the kids don’t go to school, they collect plastic bottles and sell them
in the stores. The money we earn by collecting is the only income we have.”

DANICA KALANJOŠ (33), 5 children, Strmec Podravski (Varaždin), Croatia.

”I collect metal and paper all the day long for 3 euros per day. This is all the money we have.
I cannot apply for social assistance and child allowance, because I don’t have 200 euros to
buy a residence permit.”

MILAN PEŠIĆ (35), 4 children, Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia.

“We live day by day. I clean houses and if I can find any other job, I take it. We have six chil-
dren and these activities don’t cover our living costs. We must fight and cope with this 
     situation every day; there is no help from the state.” 

FATIME ABDULOVA (40), 6 children, Veles, Macedonia.

“I sometimes feel discriminated by my colleagues because I’m a Roma. They generally
refuse to listen to my opinion, pretending that I don’t have the skills for full participation. I
wish I could finish my secondary schooling, although I know many young Roma who have
finished school but still don’t have jobs because of discrimination.”

FEKRIJA BAJRAMI (36), kindergarten coordinator, Arandjelovac, Serbia.

“Although I am registered at the office of unemployment, I never receive a call. When I go
there, they tell me to finish school. In the summer, I work as a laborer in construction. I
spend most of my salary on flour and fire wood for the cold season. In the winter, our only
income consists of a 60 euro children’s allowance. How can one pay for clothes, electrici-
ty, and schoolbooks on such a small amount?”

DŽEMAIL DUDA (37), 3 children, Zemun Polje, Serbia.





Collecting cardboard for resale, Skopje, Macedonia 2008.





Child labor – a coping strategy for poor Roma families, Skopje, Macedonia 2008.



Worker at a recycling company, Belgrade, Serbia 2008. 





Collecting metal, near Bor, Serbia 2008.





Improvised repair shop in the Roma camp of Leposaviç, Kosovo 2007.





Street seller, Tirana, Albania 2008. 





Roma from Slovakia, Lausanne, Switzerland 2009.





Shoeblack, Skopje,  Macedonia 2008.



Searching for goods to recycle, Niš, Serbia 2008.





Migrant beggar: Roma woman from Romania in the center of Lausanne, Switzerland 2009.
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WHAT HAS CHANGED WITH THE DECADE 
CONCERNING EMPLOYMENT?
So far little progress is visible. Unemployment is one of the
biggest problems of the Decade countries and it is difficult to
introduce targeted measures. Moreover, the fact that Macedonian
society is strongly divided along political and ethnic lines has
repercussions on the business sector. A reason not to employ
Roma is the prejudice reigning among the majority population,
which has degenerated in recent years into open racial intoler-
ance. 

HOW CAN WE OVERCOME THIS SITUATION?
An anti-discrimination law would be a first step, but in Macedonia
such a law has been postponed for more than five years and the
relevant ministries have neglected various NGO inputs. Ordinary
Roma citizens can avoid discrimination on a personal basis, but
not when it comes from the state institutions. Yet, many NGO
activists agree that in the countries where such laws have been
adopted, their implementation is poor. 

IS ADULT EDUCATION A KEY TO IMPROVING ROMA
ACCESS TO THE LABOR MARKET?
Adult education has been neglected, both by state and civil socie -
ty organizations. Experience shows that small-scale interventions
are not sufficient to change the overall situation. The sustainabi -
lity of such measures in the labor market is also a problem. We
need a more comprehensive approach to adult education. Next
possible actions should be to carry out a consistent analysis of the
labor force and the demands of the market, to draw baselines on
adult potentials and informal skills, and to adopt a mid-term pro-
gram in cooperation with private companies. 

“DISCRIMINATION DERIVES 
FROM STATE INSTITUTIONS”
INTERVIEW WITH NADIR REDZEPI*
DecadeWatch, Macedonia

* Nadir Redzepi (45) is the
Executive Director of the 
Roma Democratic Development
Association “Sonce”, based in
Tetovo, Macedonia. 
He has been a Roma activist 
for more than 10 years, mostly
involved in advocacy activities.

UNEMPLOYEMENT



Seller at the market for second-hand clothes, Craiova, Romania, 2008.



Tirana, Albania 2008. 
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WHAT ABOUT RECYCLING? 
COULD THIS BE AN ECONOMIC NICHE FOR ROMA?
Roma have been doing this informal job for more than 30 years, but there
is a need to do it in a healthier and more organized way to protect them
from the collection center monopoly. In the last 5 years, several private
recycling companies have been established, which use Roma as a cheap
labor force. Most of the money goes to the smelter companies.

IS CHILD LABOR VERY COMMON?
There are no statistics on child labor, although it does exist in several
forms. Begging is an obvious one. Last summer the government organ-
ized an action against street beggars. Roma parents were taken to the
police while mothers and children were separated in shelter centers. This
inhuman method was criticized by the NGOs. 

IS HIGH UNEMPLOYMENT PUSHING THE ROMA 
TO MIGRATE?
More than 45% of Macedonian labor force is involved in the grey econo-
my. The Roma are highly present in it, mostly at the end of the chain
where the income is only for survival. However, this economy gives them
a chance to stay in the country and there is no massive migration as it was
the case in the late 80s. The strong visa barriers are also quiet effective.

WHAT IS THE MAIN CHALLENGE OF THE DECADE?
The challenge is to have full commitment from the state institutions.
Decade success requires adequate institutional structures and resource
allocation, followed by the participation of Roma NGOs and political par-
ties at all stages of the process. The experience shows that pilot or small-
scale projects do not result in the progress expected if there is a lack of
continuity and no systematic approach.

WHAT IS THE CONTRIBUTION OF DECADEWATCH?
DecadeWatch is a monitoring and advocacy tool. We measure the
progress of the Decade and transmit the voice of Roma to national and
international authorities. In the long term, the DecadeWatch teams could
become a relevant and professional structure to monitor and implement
Roma-related EU policies, and to provide analytical surveys and reports.

“THE PREJUDICE REIGNING AMONG THE MAJORITY
POPULATION HAS DEGENERATED IN RECENT YEARS
INTO OPEN RACIAL INTOLERANCE.”

UNEMPLOYEMENT



Collecting cardboard, Belgrade, Serbia 2008.
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FEW ROMA HAVE ACCESS TO MODERN
FLATS WITH ELECTRICITY AND RUNNING
WATER. LOW HOUSING STANDARDS 
NEGATIVELY AFFECT ROMA HEALTH AND
SCHOOL PERFORMANCE OF CHILDREN. 
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4  
HOUSING
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“THE LAND ON WHICH I BUILT MY HOUSE HAS
BECOME ILLEGAL. IF IT WOULD BE LEGALIZED, WE
COULD LEAD A NORMAL LIFE, HAVE OUR OWN
ELECTRICITY, WATER AND SEWAGE SYSTEM, AND
LIVE WITHOUT THE FEAR THAT THE AUTHORITIES
WILL DEMOLISH OUR HOUSE.”

DŽEMAIL DUDA (37), unemployed, 3 children, Zemun Polje, Serbia.
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“The water is far from the settlement: we take it from the road near the highway. The road
is busy and dangerous to cross. We have to go there several times a day to fill bottles with
water for washing and drinking. We don’t know whether this water is clean, but we have
no choice.” 

JELENA IBRAIMOVIĆ (26), housewife, 3 children, Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia. 

“I live in a place which is predominantly inhabited by Roma. All are searching for work and
the atmosphere is tense. I have often trouble with my neighbors, mostly because the chil-
dren are fighting among themselves. But I have also neighbors with whom I have nice rela-
tionships.” 

FATIME ABDULOVA (40), housewife, 6 children, Veles, Macedonia.

“Many Roma live in isolated settlements with poor hygiene. Therefore, their health situation
is worse than that of the rest of the population. However, one of the biggest gaps in Decade
implementation remains the lack of data on Roma covering education, employment, health
and housing, as well as on overall poverty.”

LYDIA BARIOVA, Roma Education Fund Country Facilitator, Bratislava, Slovakia.

“Recently, both our own and other people’s houses burned down, and we got this camp
house from the Belgrade municipality. We live in one room with our four children. There is
no electricity or sewage system, and no one comes to pick up the garbage. But this house
is a little bit warmer than the one we had before, which was made of wood and carton. In
the winter, the temperature remained low even though we collected a lot of fire wood.”

GORDANA STAMENKOVIĆ (31), housewife, 4 children, Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia.



Slum in the suburbs of Tirana, Albania 2007.





Cramped housing: Roma family at Leposavić camp, Kosovo 2007.





Roma neighborhood, Niš, Serbia 2007.





Better living conditions thanks to humanitarian aid programs: Roma family at Plemetina, Kosovo 2008. 





Around Korça, Albania 2008.





Many Roma live in remote settlements without infrastructure: n   ear Baia-Mare, Romania 2007.
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HOW IS THE HOUSING SITUATION?
To understand this we have to go back to the end of the fifties
when the socialist government, in order to increase its control on
people, pressed Roma to settle down on some state lands outside
the cities. These lands had no access to infrastructure and nobody
cared about the housing and living conditions of Roma families.
Roma schools were opened near the settlements with the pur-
pose of creating a poorly educated labor force able to work at 
the lowest levels of industry. In Bulgaria, 90% of Roma still live in
segregated neighborhoods. 

CAN YOU DESCRIBE THE LIVING CONDITIONS IN
THOSE NEIGHBORHOODS?
In the Roma neighborhood in Vidin where I was raised, we are
about 15,000 people, but some of them have 40,000. The hous-
es are generally of very low quality, made of wood and cardboard.
But there are also some two-storey houses built in concrete
according to European standards. Most of them were constructed
during the socialist era by workers with stable incomes – a proof
that Roma are able to contribute to the growth of the national
GDP and lead a normal life, if they have proper jobs.  

WHAT ABOUT ACCESS TO PUBLIC SERVICES?
Without any state interest in infrastructural development of Roma
neighborhoods, public services were chaotically developed: most
of the houses were built without permissions and architectural
plans. There are no proper streets or even straight lanes in most
of the neighborhoods, no access to quality public services like
water or electricity, and no collection of garbage. The illegality of
settlements and houses is a good excuse for the local adminis -
tration not to include the neighborhoods in urban planning.

“BETTER HOUSING IS ONLY 
A MATTER OF POLITICAL WILL”
INTERVIEW WITH TONI TASHEV*
DecadeWatch, Bulgaria

* Toni Tashev (37) holds a Master’s
degree in Law. He lives in Sofia
and has been working as a Roma
activist since 1995, mainly on
human rights abuses and public
policy development. He is the
Bulgarian facilitator of the Roma
Education Fund.

HOUSING



Tirana, Albania 2007.



Roma neighborhood in the center of Tirana, Albania 2007.
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HOW TO OVERCOME THIS SITUATION? 
The local authorities should include Roma neighborhoods in the
urban city plans and legalize their houses. Some urgent infrastruc-
tural projects should be implemented to provide access to water
and electricity as well as garbage collection. But the local govern-
ments don’t work on this issue. In Bulgaria, only a few municipal-
ities have started to legalize Roma settlements. We need a nation-
al law to encourage the process, combined with a financial plan.
It is just a matter of political will, local and national.

DOES BAD HOUSING HAVE AN IMPACT ON OTHER
DOMAINS OF ROMA LIVE?
Of course it does! Bad housing hinders progress in Roma education.
Imagine how to do your homework without electricity? Our experi-
ence has shown us that the time spent in Roma settlements is
counterproductive for children’s education process. Therefore we
try to keep them away by providing them assistance enabling them
to do their homework after school in a stimulating environment. 

WHAT IS THE INFLUENCE OF DECADEWATCH?
The Decade is a good initiative at the highest level, but the
progress depends upon the political will of the governments. In
this context, DecadeWatch is only an advocacy tool to press the
governments. We are monitoring national policies and comparing
them with other Decade countries, providing examples of some
good and bad practices, and recommendations. For instance, if
we say to our Bulgarian government: “Look, Macedonia, which is
not a member of the European Union, is making better progress
on this or that issue”, then the institutions become more active,
because no government likes to lag behind. 

HOW TO MOVE ON?
A possible cooperation of DecadeWatch with the European
Commission in the future could strengthen our impact in the
countries, on the one hand, and could contribute to more accu-
rate country assessments as well as policy and project designing
by the European Commission, on the other hand.

“BAD HOUSING HINDERS PROGRESS IN ROMA 
EDUCATION. IMAGINE HOW TO DO YOUR 
HOMEWORK WITHOUT ELECTRICITY?”

HOUSING



New Year’s eve in the slum of Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia 2007.
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PRE-SCHOOL EDUCATION AND DESEGREGATED
CLASSES IMPROVE SCHOOL SUCCESS OF ROMA
CHILDREN AND ARE A KEY TO DECREASE THE
HIGH DROP-OUT RATES.
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EDUCATION
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“I REMEMBER WHAT THE PROFESSOR SAID TO ONE
OF MY CLASSMATES IN SECONDARY SCHOOL:
‘GULFIDAN, DON’T RAISE YOUR HAND, AS A ROMA
YOU’RE NOT ABLE TO TAKE PART IN THIS PROJECT’.
THAT INCIDENT GAVE ME THE MOTIVATION TO
STUDY AND TO PROVE THAT ROMA ARE JUST AS
CAPABLE AS NON-ROMA!”

AJSE ALIEVA (23), student in Economics, Veles, Macedonia.

“‘WHY DON’T YOU SEND YOUR CHILDREN TO SCHOOL?’,
I ASKED A FATHER WHEN I WAS VISITING A ROMA
SETTLEMENT. HIS MDREN TO SCHOOL BECAUSE I’M
HUNGRY, AND THEY ARE HUNGRY TOO.’” 

ZAKLINA DURMIS (40), Roma activist, Skopje, Macedonia.
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“In seventh grade, I was threatened and verbally harassed by non-Roma children. After that
incident, I decided to abandon the school forever. I would actually like to finish my educa-
tion, but I have to take care of my family.”

RAGIP DUDA (16), unemployed, Zemun Polje, Serbia.

“There have been some improvements in the education sector, mainly because of an eight-
years work of Roma NGOs supported by the Open Society Institute and the Roma
Education Fund. And also because there is a consensus in society about the education of
Roma: Even the most radical people agree that the “poor dirty Roma” should be educated.
The situation is very different when it comes to the other goals of the Decade.”

TONI TASHEV (37), DecadeWatch member, Sofia, Bulgaria.

”With the support of the Roma Education Fund, forty-eight Roma children in Baranja are
now attending school, instead of just three children four years ago. Also because the 
government has started to take in charge the kids’ school books and the bus tickets. But in
Croatia the results are’nt as positive everywhere. Progress also depends on the substantial
work of local NGOs and the involvement of Roma in the local government. For ten years, 
I have continued to visit the parents regularly, encouraging them to send their children 
to school.”

DUŠKO KOSTIĆ (35), Roma activist, member of the local council, Beli Manastir (Baranja), Croatia.

“I’m not familiar with the Decade, but I think that one of the main challenges is the educa-
tion of children. Roma children should receive an education on basic human principles:
manners, hygiene, respect for others and responsibility. This would help them to combat the
bad habits that they have learned from their parents, to better define their goals in life, and
finally to become more integrated.”

ŠTEFICA ŽMEGAČ (36), assistant in education, Strmec Podravski (VaraÏdin), Croatia. 

“I tried to enrol my child in the school which is not far from our settlement. But the teacher
told me that there was no space any longer and that the maximum number of pupils had
been reached. So, my child does not go to school.”

JELENA IBRAIMOVIĆ (26), housewife, Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia.



122 Pre-school education, Tirana, Albania 2007.



School in a Roma neighborhood, Korça, Albania 2007.



Roma student at a music school in Skopje, Macedonia 2007.





Skopje, Macedonia 2008.





128 Contributing to the family budget: windscreen washer, Tirana, Albania 2008.



Vocational training at a school in Korça, Albania 2008.



Offering equal opportunities: desegregated school in Târgu Jiu, Romania, 2008.





Drop-out rate is high among Roma children: collecting garbage, Tirana, Albania 2007.





Public schools are often very distant from Roma settlements: girl returning from school, Craiova, Romania 2008.





Offering second chances is crucial for Roma integration: education for adults, Timisoara, Romania 2008.





138

WHAT HAS CHANGED WITH THE DECADE? 
Unfortunately, there is not much to show for the first four years. I
participated in February at the last meeting of the Decade in
Belgrade and noticed very few dynamic discussions. The govern-
ment’s civil servants are glad to mark another activity in front of
their superiors, and the NGOs are satisfied that they didn’t miss
any of these events. I was surprised to notice that the governmen-
tal delegations still think in terms of “piloting Roma projects” and
less in “scale-up interventions” or “policy reforms.” 

THE ROMA EDUCATION FUND IS A MAIN PILLAR OF
THE DECADE. WHAT HAVE YOU ACHIEVED SO FAR?
The REF gained solid experience during the four years of project
implementation. Now we know the keys to successful integration.
We know what works and what doesn’t. We are aware of the dif-
ficulties Roma children face in the first school years and why they
drop out. This information is crucial to successfully scale up pro-
grams on the national and regional levels, and we are ready to
provide professional assistance to governments.

WHAT ARE THE MAIN LESSONS LEARNED?
We know that the involvement of parents and communities is cru-
cial to increase the enrollment rates. Scholarships are very impor-
tant; their impact on school participation is even more effective if
mentoring is also included and advisory services are available.
The recognition of Roma values and indigenous languages cre-
ates an environment that favors integration. 

HOW TO IMPROVE EDUCATION FOR CHILDREN?
Enrollment in one year of pre-school education is probably the
most effective investment for helping children to succeed. We
also know that desegregated education is better than segrega-
tion, and that some models are working. 

“WE KNOW THE KEYS TO 
SUCCESSFUL INTEGRATION”
INTERVIEW WITH COSTEL BERCUS*
Chairman of the Roma Education Fund (REF), Romania

* Costel Bercus (31) holds a
Master’s degree in International
Relations and European Studies.
He has been working as a human
rights activist for more than 
10 years, mainly for the Romanian
Center for Social Interventions 
and Studies – Romani CRISS in
Bucharest, where he was
Executive Director until 2005.

EDUCATION



Lost in translation: school language is in most places not the mother tongue of Roma children, 
Belgrade, Serbia 2008.



Roma teacher near Craiova, Romania 2008.
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In many countries, Roma children are still placed in special class-
es for children with learning disabilities. This practice is a disaster
and should be abolished without delay. 

WHAT ELSE CAN BE DONE?
More needs to be found out: how to make the work of Roma
mediators more efficient; how to ensure that teachers apply what
they have learned from special training in multicultural education;
and how to set up an incentive system for school desegregation
in decentralized environments. Furthermore, local initiatives must
receive sufficient support from local institutions such as schools,
teachers, municipalities, etc. 

ARE NATIONAL POLICIES SUPPORTIVE?
It is essential that the actions at the local level be combined with
appropriate national policies. In many cases, programs fail
because of the absence of an adequate policy framework or
because they underestimate the level of institutional changes that
are needed and the negative incentives built into the education
systems. It is therefore essential that the REF maintains a dialogue
with governments on national education reforms. It is time to
move to the “second level” of intervention that strives to affect a
larger number of beneficiaries. 

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS?
In the second half of the Decade, governments should allocate
the necessary resources and create a close link between program
financing and policy reforms. Moreover, periodical progress
assessment should be conducted. This will make the govern-
ments more transparent and accountable to stakeholders. Decade
Watch and REF reports are in this respect one mechanism
enabling governments to review progress and achievements.  

“PLACING ROMA IN SPECIAL CLASSES FOR CHIL-
DREN WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES IS A DISASTER
AND SHOULD BE ABOLISHED WITHOUT DELAY.”

EDUCATION



Student assisting the learning process of a Roma girl, Timisoara, Romania 2007.
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ROMA IDENTITY IS EVOLVING: 
THE CHALLENGE IS TO TAKE STEPS
TOWARDS SOCIAL INTEGRATION 
WHILE MAINTAINING CULTURAL TRADITIONS.
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6  
TRADIT ION

– EVOLUTION



Wedding of a 13-year-old girl, Bucovina, Romania 1998.







Education means emancipation: Romani language course, Maguri school, Romania 2007.



Near Baia-Mare, Romania 1995.





Roma neighborhood, Niš, Serbia 2007.





Wedding day in Elbasan, Albania 2008.





Traditional Roma blacksmith selling his production from door to door in the Carpathians, Romania 2002.





Street vendors, Elbasan, Albania 2008.
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YOU ARE ENGAGED IN INTERCULTURAL EDUCA-
TION: HOW TO IMPROVE ROMA INCLUSION?
There is a strong intolerance from the majority population towards
Roma. We cannot avoid prejudices. We all have some, but it turns
nasty when it becomes a refusal to get to know the others. My
conclusion is that we – NGOs and donors – are focusing too much
on Roma and not enough on the majority population, which
needs to be more educated.

WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY “MORE EDUCATED”?
Non-Roma think that all Roma get married early, have many chil-
dren, refuse to work and are dirty. It happened to me in a fancy
shop in Skopje that the cashier spoke to me in English. Although
I look like a Roma, she thought that I was a foreigner and was
amazed when I answered in Macedonian: she could simply not
imagine that a Roma can look other than dirty and poor. What I
want to say is that strong stereotypes derive from a lack of educa-
tion. The majority population often has no idea of Romani culture,
although there are many Roma living in their country. 

WHY THIS LACK OF UNDERSTANDING?
We must all accept some measure of responsibility: civil society,
the state and the Roma themselves. These current prejudices
have an impact on Roma: they are afraid of negative judgments
and they withdraw from the social sphere rather than show who
they are. Look at Roma children at school: they have no self-con-
fidence; they are too shy to participate and ashamed to put up
their hands. The social behaviour of Roma adults is similar. To
avoid discrimination, we have to prepare the ground for a real
encounter between the cultures. Then people would realize that
Roma are not so different.

“INTEGRATION SHOULD NOT MEAN
ASSIMILATION”
INTERVIEW WITH ZAKLINA DURMIS*
Dendo Vas, Macedonia

* Zaklina Durmis (40) is a law 
graduate and currently studying at
the faculty for social work and
social policy in Skopje. She is the
Executive Director of the Center for
Educational Support “Dendo Vas”,
an NGO active in intercultural 
education and Roma culture. 

TRADITION – EVOLUTION



17-year-old mother, Tirana, Albania 2007.



Social worker, Korç    a, Albania 2007.
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HOW TO CHALLENGE COMMON PREJUDICES?
In my experience, school is the place where the Roma culture and
the culture of the majority population can meet. At the beginning
of our project, we invited teachers and pedagogues for a “Roma
show” in English and Romani. The public was surprised not only
to see that Roma children are able to sing in English, but also to
discover that Roma have their own language, their own flag, their
own songs. In short: a true culture. It challenged their prejudices. 

WHAT ROLE DO ROMA PLAY IN THIS PROCESS?
It is time for Roma to be more open, to show their traditions and
to openly celebrate their holy days. The Romani culture has strong
values: the cohesion of families and respect for elders. There is
nothing to be ashamed of. It is our duty to show that we are not
dirty “gypsies” – the name the majority population gave us – but
that we are proud to be Roma – the name that we have given to
ourselves. Accepting one’s own culture is the only way to feel
strong and the first step to inclusion. 

IS ROMA CULTURE ENDANGERED BY THE
PROCESS OF INTEGRATION?
The word “integration” has two interpretations. For one thing, it
can mean “to merge into the dominant culture”, but it can also
mean “to be equal in society with regard to education and
employment for a better life”. It is important to avoid the first inter-
pretation. Integration should not mean assimilation. 

WHAT IS THE GOVERNMENTS’ ROLE 
IN THIS PROCESS?
In Macedonia, for example, a portion of the state budget is allocat-
ed to support Macedonian and Albanian culture. That’s why
Albanians have their own theater. They receive resources to pro-
mote their language and for cultural activities. Why not allocate a
budget to open a Roma theater and to promote Roma culture?
The Decade is a perfect opportunity to initiate these things. Isn’t
it the essence of a democracy to offer equal rights to all citizens? 

“IT IS OUR DUTY TO SHOW THAT WE ARE NOT DIRTY
‘GYPSIES’, BUT THAT WE ARE PROUD TO BE ROMA.”

TRADITION – EVOLUTION



Family scene near Novi Sad, Serbia 2008.





Middle class family, Skopje, Macedonia 2007.
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BETWEEN APRIL 2007 AND JULY 2008
THE TRAVELLING PHOTO EXHIBITION
ROMA REALITIES MADE NINE STOPS
ON PUBLIC SQUARES IN SOUTH-
EASTERN EUROPE.
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Belgrade, Serbia 2008.
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HOW DO WE PERCEIVE THE ROMA? IS OUR IMAGE
OF EUROPE’S LARGEST MINORITY POPULATION A
SUBTLE PORTRAYAL OF THEIR DIFFERENTIATED
REALITY OR RATHER A CARICATURE BASED ON
HALF-TRUTHS AND COMMON CLICHÉS?
These are questions raised by Roma Realities, a travelling photo
exhibition. Rather than an art project, Roma Realities is an aware-
ness raising campaign on the situation of Roma in Southeast
Europe conducted by means of photography. Targeting a large
audience, it was exposed in summer 2007 and 2008 on public
squares in Belgrade, Budapest, Pristina, Skopje, Tirana and sever-
al other middle-sized towns of the region. The exhibition was
accompanied by cultural events and public round tables with the
participation of local and national authorities and Roma NGOs. 
The objective of Roma Realities is twofold: to raise awareness of
the Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015 and its inherent chal-
lenges, and to contest the common perception of the Roma as a
socially and ethnically homogenous group with clearly defined
features and seemingly unchangeable habits. These oversimpli-
fied concepts stand in the way of real progress on the Roma agen-
da. Better perspectives for Roma in Southeast Europe are not only
a question of targeted programs and well allocated funds. It is also
about calling into question common prejudices, breaking mental
barriers, and stopping the latent discrimination against the Roma.
One important challenge documented by Roma Realities is the
establishing of mixed schools offering the same level of services
to Roma and non-Roma children. 

From 2006-2008, Swiss photographer Yves Leresche repeatedly
visited and lived with Roma in Albania, Macedonia, Romania,
Serbia and Kosovo. He met with Roma politicians, radio animators,
cardboard collectors, musicians, beggars, refugees and business-
men. Over time, Leresche became, if not a friend, at least a well
respected Gadje, the Romani word for others. This status allowed
him to depict the Roma from an insider’s perspective. There are no
poses, but rather snapshots of people’s daily lives. Their strong
family ties, their survival skills and the great dignity of Roma living
under difficult circumstances is what impressed him the most.

ROMA REALITIES: CHALLENGING 
ESTABLISHED IMAGES 
THERESE ADAM
Assistant Director-General
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC)

EXPO ROMA REALITIES



Square of the Republic, Belgrade, Serbia 2008.



Budapest, Hungary, April 2007. Elbasan, Albania, October 2007.

Pristina, Kosovo, November 2007.

Korça, Albania, October 2007.

Niš, Serbia, June 2008.

Belgrade, Serbia, June 2008.

Skopje, Macedonia, June 2008. Novi Sad, Serbia, July 2008.
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The situation of the Roma must be addressed urgently in order to
avoid increasing the social disparities and to stop discrimination.
Despite the diversity of realities, there is also the common denom-
inator of growing marginalization of Roma in Southeast Europe. In
the process of privatization during the transition period from
socialism to market economy, Roma were often the first to lose
their jobs. Their comparably low education level has turned their
reintegration into the labor market into an uphill struggle.
Nationalistic politics and the rising discrimination of minorities
after the fall of communism, have increased the pressure on the
Roma population. Today, four out of five Roma in Southeast
Europe live below the poverty line. Many are dwelling in impro-
vised settlements with neither running water, nor electricity, nor
public services: shantytowns with medieval hygienic conditions in
the Europe of the 21 century!

The Roma Decade has to confront these dramatic realities.
Offering better access for Roma to quality education and modern
communication technologies is key. A core message the project
seeks to convey is that the situation of Roma cannot be under-
stood by pointing to ancient traditions or ingrained habits. It
rather depends on the opportunities and obstacles Roma
encounter as participants in social life.  The shared European chal-
lenge is the full inclusion of Roma as citizens of the states in
which they are living.

“BETTER PERSPECTIVES FOR ROMA ARE NOT ONLY 
A QUESTION OF TARGETED PROGRAMS AND WELL
ALLOCATED FUNDS. IT IS ALSO ABOUT CALLING INTO
QUESTION COMMON PREJUDICES AGAINST THE
ROMA.”

ROMA REALITIES WAS INITIATED AND PRODUCED BY THE SWISS AGENCY FOR DEVELOPMENT AND
COOPERATION (SDC) IN COOPERATION WITH THE SWISS PHOTOGRAPHER YVES LERESCHE. SDC IS
ENGAGED IN THE PROMOTION OF GOOD GOVERNANCE AND THE PROTECTION OF MINORITY RIGHTS IN
SOUTHEAST EUROPE.    (WWW.SDC.ADMIN.CH/ROMA)

EXPO ROMA REALITIES
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I photographed my first Roma community in Romania in 1995.
When I realized the gap between the prejudice held by the
Romanian population and the reality I experienced with the Roma,
I decided to capture the unrecognized side of this people. Thus, I
repeatedly sojourned with them and little by little, while remaining
a “gadjo”, I was accepted into their world.

Recently, by means of Roma Realities, a project developed in col-
laboration with the SDC, I made a photographic assessment of the
hardships suffered by Roma communities in the Balkans. This mis-
sion was both difficult and gripping: its goal was to photograph the
different realities of Roma, in order to cast a different light on the
stereotypes that are widely diffused in the public opinion. I not only
set out in search of revealing images, but also wanted to experi-
ence the reactions of both Roma and non-Roma in the Balkan
cities where the exhibition was presented on public squares. 

Surprisingly, the assignment revealed how difficult it is to obtain
images of the realities experienced by the Roma. It further high-
lighted the uneasiness they feel when confronted with the preju-
dice of the majority. My work came up against the very core of
their integration issues: they do not dare to “appear Roma”. The
poorest ones are ashamed of their destitution; the integrated ones
do not want to be recognized as Roma; and the businessmen only
barter their image for a reward. This experience also confirmed to
me that they would rather be portrayed from their favorable tradi-
tional side, or even by the romantic clichés that are appreciated by
the majority. 

THE DIFFERENT FACES 
OF ROMA
YVES LERESCHE
Independent photographer, Switzerland

“MY WORK CAME UP AGAINST THE VERY CORE OF
THEIR INTEGRATION ISSUES: THEY DO NOT DARE
TO ‘APPEAR ROMA.’”

EXPO ROMA REALITIES



In the slum of Gazela, New Belgrade, Serbia 2006.



In the suburbs of Tirana, Albania 2008.
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Although the project’s aim was to highlight their realities – mostly the
positive ones, the Roma’s initial wariness and refusal to join the pro-
ject, were a proof of their instinctive self-defence mechanism. As a
result, I had to work with restraints on all levels: from the reactions of
Roma refusing to be photographed or wanting to control their image,
to the filters set by Roma activists and donors in the choice of
images. I was only partially able to find certain realities, because the
more positive they are considered to be, the more difficult they are to
capture within a given deadline. This often resulted in my being able
to materialize them only through portraits. I defended an approach
that took into account the Roma’s actual life, so as to obtain images
that were representative of their living conditions. This was neces-
sary in order to fight against stereotypes, which are merely an inter-
pretation of a visible part of their life. To achieve my goal, I immersed
myself into their communities and, once trust had been established
and the barrier of their outward representation (the pose) overcome,
I was able to follow them in their everyday trials.

Nevertheless, the trust of Roma who have taken me in must be
respected. Because their community held those who had welcomed
me in their homes accountable for my actions, I vouched that the
images would be used judiciously and not paint a negative picture of
them. Thus, in spite of their initial mistrust, due to the fact that they
had often been tricked and misrepresented by the media, I was able
to capture what certain Roma, out of shame for their poverty, usual-
ly have no desire to show: the conditions of their constant pursuit of
survival. In these spontaneous, unrehearsed images, I used the urban
setting to emphasize the contrast with the “gadje” world. This repre-
sentation highlights the exclusion of most Roma, and reveals their
current social situation: marginalized communities decimated by
migration, families scattered in order to survive, and small, poorly-
paid independent jobs. However, by deciphering this minority’s life, I
also show what, for most, are positive and telling values: the courage,
resourcefulness and familial cohesion of Man in the face of adversity.

This transversal vision does not reinforce prejudice, but rather illus-
trates an extreme situation experienced by most Roma. Presented
along with the portraits of integrated Roma, it shows the diversity
of current Roma realities.

“I ALSO SHOW THE COURAGE, RESOURCEFULNESS
AND FAMILIAL COHESION OF MAN IN THE FACE OF
ADVERSITY.”

EXPO ROMA REALITIES
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ROMA SCHOOL IN KORÇA, ALBANIA 2007.
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The Roma are the largest and the most vulnerable and marginal-
ized minority group in Europe. It is estimated that the total Roma
population in Europe is between seven and eleven million, of
which approximately six million live in Central and Eastern
European countries. The Roma population is significantly youn -
ger than the majority population in the countries in which they
live. Currently between 25 and 30 percent of Roma are under 
15 years of age; in contrast with 10 percent for the majority pop-
ulation. 

The Roma issue is a core poverty issue. Roma poverty is multifac-
eted, stemming from low educational attainments, inadequate
housing, low health status and leading to a vicious and intergen-
erational cycle of poverty and exclusion. For these reasons: 

• Roma live in deep poverty even in the more prosperous 
countries of Central and South-Eastern Europe, with Roma 
poverty rates sometimes more than ten times that of 
non-Roma. 

• Roma were often the first laid-off from jobs in the early 
1990s, and have been among those most persistently 
blocked from re-entering the labor force. Labor market 
exclusion perpetuates the poverty cycle and lowers 
living standards. 

• Many Roma have limited future opportunities to break out 
of poverty due to low human development status and long-
standing discrimination – including lack of education, poor 
health and limited opportunities for participating in social 
and political life.

• Roma are constantly subject of racial discrimination and 
prejudices, geographic and social exclusion, forced evic-
tions by public authorities from their long-standing homes, 
segregation in education which makes them the most 
vulnerable and marginalized group in this region.  

THE SITUATION OF THE ROMA 
IN CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE TODAY

ANNEXED DOCUMENTS 
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• They experience human rights violation and are denied 
equal enjoyment of basic human rights such as the right 
to education, employment, housing and health care.

CAUSES OF MARGINALIZATION…
The causes of the marginalization that Roma are facing today are
rooted in the past. Since the arrival of Roma in Europe, some-
where around the 14th century, they were marked as "others" and
excluded from the mainstream society. This exclusion was fol-
lowed by hostility, discrimination, xenophobia, forced assimilation
and in some regions slavery.

After the World War II, the social status of Roma did not change
or rather changed in negative direction. Most of the state govern-
ments ignored the difficult situation of the Roma population and
some of the governments implemented polices of assimilation of
Roma. As a result, the existing social gap between Roma and the
rest of society became wider.

During the transition period the socio-economic status of Roma
got worse. Property rights were not very well defined after the
end of communism. This created problems with the legal status
of Roma housing. In addition, when housing subsidies were with-
drawn, and property privatized, many Roma were forced to leave
state owned apartments. 

MANY ROMA LIVE IN REMOTE AREAS OR 
SEMI-LEGAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND CANNOT GET
THE DOCUMENTS TO ENROLL IN SCHOOL AND TO
CLAIM HEALTH BENEFITS.
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Discriminatory housing polices toward Roma by some of the
municipal authorities, such as banning Roma to settle particular
land and moving Roma settlements to the outskirt of the town or
remote areas, have limited housing options for Roma and con-
tributed to the creation of segregated settlements.
Furthermore, restructuring in the labor market and the process 
of privatization that has occurred during the transition period,
impacted negatively on Roma. Because of open discrimination in
the labor market and due to the low skill levels, Roma were
among the first to be laid-off. For the same reasons, Roma faced
more problems to re-enter the job market than other groups, and
got consequently caught in a cycle of impoverishment. Financial
restrains limited Roma access to social services.

Discrimination against Roma increased with the rise of national-
ism during the transition period. In times of social and economic
crisis, Roma became the scapegoat for all kind of unsolved prob-
lems. Racial violence, skinhead attacks and even police abuse
against Roma people has dramatically increased. 

Since the 1990s, the gap in education achievement between
Roma and non-Roma has widened and the school attendance of
these children has declined, mostly due to the economic con-
strains of the transitional period. Growing costs for attending pre-
school education prevented Roma parents from sending their chil-
dren to school. Policies of channeling Roma children into segre-
gated schools that emerged during the socialist period continued
to persist. 

… AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 
Escalation of severe poverty among Roma in Central and Eastern
Europe has been one of the most striking developments in the
region over the past twelve years.
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Changes in housing policies that were introduced during the tran-
sition period and the widespread discrimination and prejudice
that Roma were facing since their arrival to Europe, contributed to
the fact that many Roma live today in illegal and geographically
isolated settlements. They usually lack basic utilities, such as
water, electricity, gas and sewage and are disconnected from the
public services. Due to the fact that many Roma live in remote or
semi-legal circumstances, they are not officially registered and
therefore cannot get the documentation necessary for enrolling in
school and claiming social assistance or health benefits.

Furthermore, increasing costs of education that occurred during
the transition period, and discrimination have contributed to the
fact that the enrollment rate and in general the educational status
of the Roma population has become lower than that of non-
Roma. Evidences also suggest that the drop-out rates are high
among Roma children because sometimes they feel unwelcome
in the school environment. Roma children are also overrepresent-
ed in segregated schools such as “Roma schools” or special
schools in which they receive lower quality of education than their
non-Roma peers in the mainstream educational institutions. A
majority of Roma do not complete education beyond primary
school. Few Roma continue on to secondary school, and many
never finish school. Across countries, less than 1 percent of Roma
participate in any form of higher education. Lack of education
keeps Roma out of work and limits their future opportunities for
participating in society. 

PROPERTY RIGHTS WERE NOT VERY WELL
DEFINED AT THE END OF COMMUNISM. 
THIS CREATED PROBLEMS WITH THE LEGAL 
STATUS OF ROMA HOUSING.
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The unemployment rate among Roma in Central and Eastern
Europe is significantly higher than among the mainstream popu-
lation. Exclusion from the labor force is a key factor in perpetuat-
ing the Roma poverty cycle and in driving down living standards.
This situation forces some Roma to perform informal sector
activies such as recycling of used materials, seasonal farming and
working in neighboring countries and petty trade – activities that
limit their access to the benefits of social insurance.  

A mirror of the marginal social position of the Roma is also their
health status: life expectancy of Roma is much lower than of non-
Roma.  Roma communities are particularly susceptible to commu-
nicable diseases, including hepatitis and tuberculosis. Poor living
conditions, such as overcrowding and lack of adequate sanitation
facilities, expose Roma more to infectious diseases than other
groups. 

Nowadays, many Roma in Central and Eastern Europe are trapped
in a vicious circle of discrimination, social marginalization, low
educational skills, unemployment and poverty. Their access to
basic human rights such as education, housing, employment and
healthcare is far from being granted. The “ghettoization” of Roma
leads to a number of problems which affect the societies of
Central and Eastern Europe as a hole. A huge and sustainable
effort by regional governments and the institutions of civil society
is needed to offer better opportunities for and thus improve inte-
gration of Roma. The Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015 is a
start in this direction. But there is still a long way to go.
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ACROSS THE COUNTRIES, LESS THAN 1 PERCENT
OF ROMA PARTICIPATE IN ANY FORM OF HIGHER
EDUCATION. LACK OF EDUCATION KEEPS ROMA
OUT OF WORK AND LIMITS THEIR FUTURE OPPOR-
TUNITIES TO PARTICIPATE IN SOCIETY.
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. On the move: scene in a suburb of Novi Sad, Serbia 2008.
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In early February 2005, leaders from Bulgaria, the Czech
Republic, Croatia, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and
Montenegro, and Slovakia convened in Sofia, Bulgaria, to launch
the Decade of Roma Inclusion scheduled to run from 2005 to
2015. The participating Heads of Governments signed a declara-
tion proclaiming their intention to work “toward eliminating dis-
crimination and closing the unacceptable gaps between Roma
and the rest of society” (see declaration pages 20/21). The
Decade is supported by the European Commission and the World
Bank, which advise the regional governments on policy reforms
and co-finance a series of measures and inclusion programs.

The Decade structure includes an international steering commit-
tee, consisting of government and Roma representatives from the
eight participating countries, to oversee Decade preparations and
monitor progress. In 2008, a number of new countries -- Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Spain -- joined the Decade. 

DECADE ACTION PLANS: 
Prior to the Decade launch, each participating country adopted its
own national Decade Action Plan, prepared by country working
groups which were made up of government and Roma civil soci-
ety representatives. These action plans include concrete policy
measures and quantitative targets in four areas: 

• EDUCATION: promote access and quality at all levels, 
reduce segregation of schools, train teachers and 
provide teaching assistants

• EMPLOYMENT: raise qualifications and skills, boost 
activation measures

• HOUSING: desegregation of settlements and improved 
quality of housing

• HEALTH: improve access and information

THE DECADE OF ROMA INCLUSION 2005 – 2015:
PRINCIPAL OBJECTIVES AND RESULTS
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DECADE PROGRESS:
Political awareness of the need to improve the situation of Roma in
Central and Southeast Europe has increased with the Decade. In the
European Union, the Roma inclusion agenda has gained promi-
nence and gathered momentum. This culminated in the convening
of an EU Roma Summit in September 2008. The Summit again
highlighted the social-exclusion gap and united the participants
around a call for action within the EU framework to continue build-
ing on the Decade of Roma Inclusion. 

The Budapest-based ROMA EDUCATION FUND (REF) has strengthened
its role as the key institution in promoting Roma access to quality
education and desegregation of public schools. In the last four years,
REF has committed about 16.5 million Euros in grants for Roma edu-
cation projects. It has financed more than 140 projects in 14 coun-
tries providing grants to improve education for Roma and support
policy changes in the countries. Primary school enrollment of Roma
children has increased in most Decade countries since 2005. 

Certain progress has also been made in the participating countries.
HUNGARY is supporting inclusive education for Roma through govern-
mental integration programs and the adoption and enforcement of
anti-discrimination legislation that explicitly bans segregation.
Similarly, some progress has been made in the field of employment
with specific training programs for Roma. SLOVAKIA and SERBIA

are supporting self-employment programs for Roma. MACEDONIA

is making progress in promoting employment among young Roma.
In the health sector, HUNGARY is successfully introducing health
mediators in Roma communities. Similarly, ROMANIA is establishing
health mediators, a program initiated by the NGO Romani CRISS and
now officially recognized and taken over by the Ministry of Health.

POLITICAL AWARENESS OF THE NEED TO 
IMPROVE THE SITUATION OF ROMA IN CENTRAL
AND SOUTHEAST EUROPE HAS INCREASED 
WITH THE DECADE.
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There has also been some progress on health awareness and out-
reach in ROMANIA. In the housing sector, HUNGARY has introduced a
successful housing and social integration program; CROATIA has
made a good effort in systematic physical mapping of Roma settle-
ments; and BULGARIA has adopted a housing action plan to develop
infrastructure in Roma neighborhoods, coupled with finding alterna-
tive locations for some settlements, financing construction of new
low-income housing, and changing the spatial development of seg-
regated Roma areas.

DECADE CHALLENGES:
Most countries still limit their interventions to sporadic project-based
interventions and have not yet developed systematic inclusion poli-
cies for Roma. The past five years clearly demonstrate that main-
stream policies, if not adjusted to Roma needs and contexts, do not
work for Roma. Likewise, targeted individual projects are not sustain-
able and won’t deliver, unless they are part of a systemic policy. The
Decade countries need to develop systemic solutions for Roma inclu-
sion for the medium term, building on what works. 

Roma inclusion policies are not just an issue of social policy, but have
rather become a core economic policy challenge. Investing in
improved access of Roma to quality and integrated education has
substantially positive returns. At the same time, countries in Central
and Southeastern Europe will continue to incur economic costs asso-
ciated with the social exclusion of the Roma population, while losing
out on their productive contribution to the economy. This is exacer-
bated by the demographic challenge faced in all Decade countries.
These countries and their Governments cannot afford to leave one
single person behind or underutilized.
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MOST COUNTRIES STILL LIMIT THEIR INTERVENTIONS
TO SPORADIC PROJECT-BASED INTERVENTIONS AND
HAVE NOT YET DEVELOPED SYSTEMATIC INCLUSION
POLICIES FOR ROMA.
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COMPARATIVE PERFORMANCE 
OF DECADE COUNTRIES

SCORE DIFFERENCE 
2007 TO 2005 – 2006

1 Hungary 2.42 0.13
2 Czech Republic 2.16 0.40
3 Macedonia 2.08 0.71
4 Bulgaria 1.96 0.12
5 Slovak Republic 1.87 0.05
6 Romania 1.84 0.11
7 Croatia 1.83 0.13
8 Serbia 1.45 0.20
9 Montenegro 1.19 0.56

Note: Scores presented in this table are averaged across all 
indicators. Scores vary from 0 (lowest) to 4 (highest).

ANNEXED DOCUMENTS 



195

DecadeWatch is an independent assessment of government
action on implementing the commitments expressed under the
Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015. Since the Decade aims at
giving Roma a voice in the process of inclusion, DecadeWatch
represents coalitions of Roma NGOs and activists from all coun-
tries participating in the Decade. 

DecadeWatch assesses government action, not the changed sit-
uation for Roma on the ground. Given the absence of consistent
and systematic outcome indicators and data on Roma,
DecadeWatch focuses only on inputs, summarizing a range of
indicators measuring (I) the existence and quality of Decade
Action Plans, including the availability of data to report on
progress, (II) the institutional arrangements for Decade implemen-
tation and (III) whether measures have been put in place across
the four Decade priority areas. In monitoring and comparing gov-
ernment action across all countries, DecadeWatch country
reports aim to identify good experience and highlight achieve-
ments that countries can learn from. 

In its two volumes so far (2005/2006 and 2007), DecadeWatch
assessments have documented significant progress across all
countries, though more in some than in others, and within coun-
tries, more in some areas of action that in others: 

• The Decade has become the framework for discussing 
Roma inclusion both for the governments and Roma civil 
society in all participating countries, although Decade 
Action Plans have largely not been understood by 
governments as policy implementation tools. 

• The Hungarian Presidency and other Decade countries 
have taken the lead in calling for the adoption of a 
European Union Roma Policy, taking account of the 
goals and mechanisms of the Decade of Roma Inclusion.

DECADEWATCH: 
ASSESSING GOVERNMENT ACTION
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• A big gap in Decade implementation has been the lack 
of data on Roma – systematic and regular data collection 
to allow tracking of progress on Roma inclusion over time. 

DecadeWatch argues that, despite some progress, the Decade
has not reached the critical point that would guarantee success.
Most governments think about Roma inclusion in terms of pro-
jects and sporadic measures but not comprehensive programs or
policy reforms. Integrated inclusion policies focused on quantita-
tive and qualitative targets remain a distant goal. 

The Decade has created awareness and launched a process to
improve the situation of Roma in Europe, but it has not yet had the
impact that Roma need: a tangible and real integration into main-
stream societies. The challenge over the coming years, in the view
of DecadeWatch, is to design more systematic solutions and to
look at positive examples across the Decade countries and the EU
as a whole. 

In comparing countries, DecadeWatch finds that the overall differ-
ence in performance remains mainly related to the varying
degrees of government ownership and systematic policies. The
2007 progress assessment finds that countries fall into four
groups:

DESPITE SOME PROGRESS, THE DECADE 
HAS NOT REACHED THE CRITICAL POINT THAT 
WOULD GUARANTEE SUCCESS. 
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1. Hungary is the most advanced country participating in the 
Decade, with furthest progress on implementation across 
most, if not all, of the priority areas; 

2. Following, with some distance, are the Czech Republic and 
Macedonia. Both have made substantial progress since 
2005/2006, with Macedonia being the most active 
reformer in 2007; 

3. The main group includes Bulgaria, Slovak Republic, 
Romania and Croatia – all with very similar scores. The four 
countries show a mixed performance with examples of 
both systematic and limited government action across the 
priorities. Slovakia’s performance has least improved, and 
has thus fallen behind compared to 2005-2006.

4. Serbia and Montenegro continue to lag behind, although 
both have made above average improvements and have 
closed the gap to the main group. 

MOST GOVERNMENTS THINK ABOUT ROMA INCLU-
SION IN TERMS OF PROJECTS AND SPORADIC
MEASURES BUT NOT COMPREHENSIVE PROGRAMS
OR POLICY REFORMS.  
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In the suburbs of Tirana, Albania 2007.
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