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1. Mapping Ethnic Minorities in an Inter-ethnic Context

1. 1 The Historical Dynamics of Inter-ethnic Relations

1.1.1 Early History   

The history of how the Roma minority became part of our (Slovak) society in many ways resembles 
processes in Hungarian and Czech societies. Hungarian archives and the work of Hungarian historians 
are the most important sources of data about policy and inter-ethnic relations in the territory of what 
is now Slovakia before the year 1918. 

It is not easy to sum up briefly the history of Roma in the territory of present-day Slovakia.1 
There are at least two circumstances that make this task a bit complicated. First, it is a rather long 
history, as the beginnings of Roma settling here have been traced to the Middle Ages. However, a major 
part of the historical description covers the actions of rulers and their various measures targeting 
Roma. Thus, as is often the case with a subjected people, their experiences and perceptions have not 
been preserved fully. Simultaneously, recent scrutiny of older sources seem to focus, at least partially, 
on identity-building. Authors such as Daniel and Vanura seem to put greater emphasis on historical 
events and acts that can be seen as acts of recognition—in particular,  the special protections and 
rights that were given to the Roma by monarchs. It is assumed that the oldest relevant document is a 
report on a group of ‘cygane’ by King Andrew II from his journey to Jerusalem in 1219.2  The number of 
Roma increased under King Ladislav (1272-1290).  In the thirteenth century, Roma were already ranked 
among subject peoples. They made their living mostly as blacksmiths, boilermakers, or armourers. Roma 
musicians who settled near noble manors are also mentioned by the documents of that time.  The 
economic inclusion of Roma into Hungarian (and Slovak) society took place far earlier than it did in 
Czech society, for example (Vanura 2008, 107).

In the first half of the fifteenth century, as an effect of the Turkish invasions of the Balkans 
and lower Danube, groups of Roma fled to central and western parts of Europe. The Roma exodus took 
place under the auspices of the Czech and Hungarian King Sigmund of Luxemburg, who issued two 
decrees of safe conduct for Roma groups (in 1417 and 1423). The second decree, issued at Spiš Castle, 
gave the Roma commander Ladislav high authority over his people and high protection to them (Vanura 
2008, 107; Daniel 1994, 42).3 Under Matei Corvin (1443-1490), the economic and social position of 
Roma in Hungary (and Slovakia) further improved. In particular, Roma living in Transylvania (not those 
living in present-day Slovak territory) gained privileges due to their active part in the anti-Turkish wars. 
Historians say that before the Habsburgs took the Hungarian throne (1526) there was “no historical 
evidence of a systematic persecution of Roma or a restriction on their entrance into Hungarian territory” 
(Vanura 2008, 108). Vanura, Daniel, and other historians tend to emphasise the peaceful cohabitation 
of Roma and non-Roma in Slovakia in the distant past. They seem to attempt to build a sort of ‘golden 
age’ as the basis for rethinking the project of Roma and non-Roma living together.

Since the sixteenth century, numerous blacksmith settlements arose on the territory of Slovakia, 
especially in less-developed agricultural areas. Blacksmith settlements were endowed with partial self-
government. Their head was an elected commander who not only mediated contacts between Roma 

1 We are conscious of the historical inaccuracy of the term ‘in Slovakia’, but will henceforth use this phrase instead of ‘in 
the territory of present-day Slovakia’ in the interest of brevity.  

2  Except for pertinent places such as in section 1.3, we use the term ‘Roma’ in this report even when we quote from official 
documents naming Roma as Gypsies or citizens of Roma origin, etc.  In Slovakia. the term Roma has entered public policy 
only recently, after 1989.

3  Daniel, a Roma historian, states that Sigmund gave Roma entitlement to settle down freely in any village or town and 
by this right he secured for the Roma protection against external offences and attacks.
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blacksmiths and local authorities, but was also subordinated to a higher Roma commander. However, 
Roma blacksmiths were not allowed to enter blacksmith guilds. Their services were in demand, but they 
were offered separately and outside the rules of the regulated guild production system. It can be said 
that they were part of a special, secondary economic circle of cheaper services. 

Present literature often leaves Roma persecutions under the Habsburgs unmentioned. It is only 
suggested that “the approach to Roma radically changed during the Enlightenment” or “enlightened 
monarchs at least partly protected them against the “wilful violence of previous periods.”4  Maria-
Terezia (1740-1780) and Joseph II (1781-1790) attempted to assimilate the Roma by forcing them to 
settle down and by binding them to the land. Their efforts focused mainly on Roma living in Czech lands 
and Austria, as the majority of Roma groups living in Hungary (and Slovakia) were already settled at 
that period. According to orders from 1761 and 1773, Roma were prohibited to practice a nomadic way 
of life or even to migrate. They were not allowed to live in tents or huts. By the order of Maria-Terezia, 
Roma should have been given land for free, mainly at the outskirts of villages, to build their houses. This 
was the origin of various villages (Daniel 1994, 94).5 Roma had to accept Christian names and habits 
and had to be called not Roma, but ‘new farmers’ (Neubauern) or ‘new Hungarians’ (Új-Magyar). Both 
monarchs also attempted to assure the school attendance of Roma children and their training in a craft. 
They also tried to improve the hygiene of Roma settlements (Mann 2000, 12; Vanura 2008, 110).  They 
eventually managed to ensure the settlement of about 40-50,000 previously nomadic Roma living in 
the monarchy.  However, registers from the second half of the eigthteenth century suggest that Roma 
already living on the territory of present Slovakia were settled, or semi-settled. As in previous centuries, 
the majority made their living by blacksmithing, basket-making, boiler-making, music and by occasional 
agricultural work. According to the 1770 Census, 68,000 Roma lived in Hungary, of which about 18-
20 000 lived on the territory of present-day Slovakia. 

 Industrialisation proceeded rather slowly in Hungary, which remained principally an agrarian 
society until the end of the Habsburg monarchy. An inheritance law allowing the division of land among 
all heirs6 led to a partition of arable land, and a growing number of farmers were left with tiny pieces 
of land which could not yield a profit and hardly enabled mere survival. During the nineteenth century, 
the countryside already suffered from overpopulation, and a vast overseas labour emigration occurred, 
mainly comprised of youth from small farmers’ families and landless persons (Svetoň 1969). State 
properties, church estates, and private estates began to employ Roma massively. Roma were a cheap 
source of labour as they were often paid in kind. The crisis of the traditional craft industry also caused 
the decline of Roma blacksmithing (Mann 1992, 104). However, Roma historian Daniel has a different 
interpretation. He believes that Roma artisans were continuously in demand “as their products were of 
higher quality” (Daniel ibid, 116, Vanura ibid, 111).  

In 1893 a countrywide census of Roma was conducted that for the first time, combined various 
criteria of Roma identification (such as way of life and opinions of local experts) and surveyed the 
whole complex of their living conditions. This register, showed that day labour on small farms was a 
more typical source of Roma livelihood than craft. Approximately 40,000 Roma living in Slovakia were 
identified. Most were settled Roma (about 90 percent).  Less than two percent were travellers.  Fifty-two 
percent of settled Roma lived segregated from Hungarian villages and towns—that is, behind the outer 
boundaries of villages—while 40 percent were dispersed within the village and eight percent lived both 
ways. In Slovak parts, their segregation was more prevalent than the Hungarian average.  The greater 
segregation of Roma in Slovakia has been explained by geographical morphology of the country (“local 

4  Present literature also avoids describing the conditions of subjected peoples during the Middle Ages and the manorial 
despotism to which they were exposed.  Folk heroes and fighters against despots (such as Jánošík) are now criminalised.  

5  Land given to Roma was, as a rule, of the worst quality and not suitable for agricultural use.

6   In the eighteenth century, the Habsburgs attempted to enforce the prohibition of partition of land among children and 
limit the right to inherit land to the eldest child. Although this law passed in the Czech and Austrian parts of the Monarchy, 
the Hungarian parliament obstructed it.      
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areas offer places that suit the Roma mentality and offer the possibility to found independent Roma 
villages”), as well as by the mentality of its inhabitants: Roma had difficulty in accommodating to Slovak 
mentality as they had “little in common” (Sztatistikai Hivalat 1895 in Dzambazovic 2001, 497-498).7

The 1893 Census of Roma also indicated a low level of school attendance by Roma children. 
Throughout Hungary, Roma children attended school regularly only in 23 percent of villages they 
inhabited. In 67 percent of these villages, they did not attend school at all.  In Slovak parts, the ratio 
was extremely unfavourable.  About 15 percent of children overall did not attend school at all, and two-
thirds of these were Roma (Džambazovic 2001, 498)     

Overall, the social situation of Roma living in Slovakia was worse than the Hungarian average. 
There was a higher occurrence of overcrowded houses and primitive shelters, either partly or entirely 
underground. A negligible number of Roma owned land in that period. The majority earned their livelihood 
through seasonal day labour for farmers or cheap craft works. Interestingly enough, more Roma women 
were engaged in blacksmithing than Roma men. Many Roma combined various crafts or shifted between 
them: the register identified almost 150 ways of making a living for Roma (Džambazovic 2001, 504).

 Besides descriptions of Roma skills and crafts, the register contains various comments on 
Roma customs and cultural habits by local non-Roma experts. Some of them—such as “they do not 
satisfy their needs by their own production but they live from refuse of production,” “they are unable 
to manage time,” or “some Roma can be forced to work but only in the cases of absolute want or 
shortage” (Džambazovic 2001, 504)—seem to be pervasive. Though the living conditions of poor Slovaks 
in central and eastern regions of that period did not differ substantially from those of Roma, a sense 
of this similarity was not maintained—at least, not as clearly as the sense of a Slovak/Roma distinction 
(See Chapter 4 of this report). Jurová suggests that these circumstances and the transmitted memory of 
Roma’s deep sense of inferiority and isolation affected “the development of their position and possibilities 
of integration during the entire 20th century, as well as in the regions of their high concentration today” 
(Jurová 2005). 

1.1.2 The First Czechoslovakia and Autonomous Slovakia 

In the first Czechoslovakia (1918-1938), which has been praised for having been one of the most 
developed democracies of that time, Roma were officially recognised as an ethnic minority.  The progress 
that this may indicate was blocked by various restrictions imposed upon this minority. Roma were 
suspected of an “inherent criminal aptitude” and the police of that time approached them as “criminals 
by nature” (Gecelovský 1992, 82).  Both the Act on Wandering Roma passed in 1927 and the Provision 
on Roma Identity Cards (1928-1929) radically restricted Roma freedom. Roma were prohibited from 
free movement and wandering was repressed harshly. Such regulations came at a time when wandering 
actually only occurred among small groups of Roma living in Czech lands, as the Slovak Roma had 
been settled.  However, all Roma were obliged to report themselves regularly to the police. Chances 
for a better life were not improved. The majority of Roma continued to live in severe poverty and in 
segregated, separated Roma settlements or in temporary shelters without permanent residence. Only 
a narrow group of rich Roma—mostly first violinists in folk bands and horse dealers—were allowed to 
build houses in villages.

Some authors have attributed a ‘rapid’ increased in the Roma population in the the first third 
of the twentieth century to improved health care.8 In fact, the situation of Roma did not improve 

7  The theory that there existed a large gap between Slovak and Roma mentalities (and similarly, between German and 
Roma mentalities) was supported by the finding that few Roma could speak Slovak (German) language, but many could speak 
Hungarian. This interpretation, which sees language learning as an expression of  interest, overlooked the fact that at that 
time basic compulsory education was provided only in Hungarian (with exception of Lutheran parish schools).  According 
to the 1893 register, most Roma were Roman and Greek Catholic by religion. Since this church did not run schools in local 
languages, Roma school attendance may have contributed to the apparent proximity of Roma and Hungarian mentalities. 

8  The increase was from 8,000, according to the 1921 Census, to almost 31,000 Roma, identified in the 1930 Census.  
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during the period of the first Czechoslovakia. The economic structure of Slovak parts of the country did 
not change, agrarian production prevailed, and job opportunities in towns did not develop markedly. 
Many Slovak Roma worked on estates or as unskilled labourers in the building industry, stone pits, or 
brickfields, and were often paid only in kind. After the economic depression of the 1930s, their contract 
conditions were even less favourable.

Historians have stated that during this period, Roma were forcibly included in society via 
economic bonds to local farmers, who used their services and paid them mostly in kind. Personal 
relations between Roma and farmers were of a client-patron type (Džambazovic 2001). This relationship 
represented their main bond to society and often their only source of social protection. In fact, this 
economic system, based on labour paid in kind, may have contributed further to Roma segregation. An 
absence of financial resources, a total dependence on the demands and mercy of local farmers, and a 
prohibition of free movement9 deprived the Roma from any possibility to escape from the system and 
take part in the main economy or pursue other opportunities.    

During the period of the autonomous Slovak Republic, which was under the auspices of the 
fascist Germany (1939-1945), restrictions on Roma increased.  The order of the Ministry of Interior on 
April 20, 1941 not only banned Roma from wandering, but also affected settled Roma. It directed local 
authorities to remove Roma settlements that were located within certain proximity to state and district 
roads and to build new settlements on designated places at a distance from villages. Land needed for 
building these new Roma settlements was acquired by local authorities through expropriation, rent 
or purchase.10 As early as 1942, the first complex of labour camps for “asocial individuals” (including 
Roma) was built in the eastern Slovakia. Camps were ‘legitimised’ through references to the “continuous 
complaints of citizens about the increasing number of Roma and their parasitic way of life,” while they 
also chiefly helped to solve the increased demand for labour force (Man 2000, 15-16; Vanura 2008, 
114). However, not all villages had an interest in evicting Roma,11 and these municipalities bypassed the 
order in various ways. After the arrival of the German army on Slovak territory and the suppression of 
a national antifascist uprising in October 1944, Roma persecution further strengthened: concentration 
of Roma into domestic labour camps intensified and several mass slaughters of Roma settlements 
were performed in collaboration with Nazi Schutzstaffel (SS) troops.  The Roma Holocaust remained 
unnoticed for decades by majority society. Only in recent years has it become the subject of study, 
documentation, and memorialising (Fotta 2006).

1.1.3 The Post-WWII Period and the Communist Regime 

It is not clear how many Slovak Roma survived WWII. Estimations are about 100,000 Roma in Slovakia 
comparing to about 600 Roma in Czech lands (Vanura 2008, 115). After their return from labour camps, 

However, the conclusion about a ‘rapid increase’ should be taken with caution, as  data were collected differently. The 
1921 Census recorded ethnicity on a self-identification basis: one could choose from a list of approved ethnicities such 
as Hungarian, Czechoslovak, German, or Roma. The 1930 Census recorded Roma ethnicity on the basis of mother tongue 
(Vano 2001).

9  Migration abroad was the most frequent and probably only available strategy for poor Slovak farmers to improve their 
situation for at least two centuries. Preventing poor people from leaving rural areas was equivalent to sentencing them to 
poverty for generations.

10  The fact that the building of remote Roma settlements was ordered and the land for them was selected and acquired 
through legal means by local authorities has been forgotten on is ignored when the reconstruction (and sanitation) of Roma 
settlements is discussed.  The assumptions that settlements are built illegally and on other people’s land are prevalent and 
used to explain why the building of new houses or the exchanging of this land for something closer to a village is fraught 
with obstacles. However, the careful analysis of legislation and land registry policy by historian Anna Jurová demonstrates 
that the opposite is true: Roma who had lived legally on assigned land on the margins of the villages were forcefully evicted 
to more remote places assigned and procured for that purpose by the local authorities. (Jurová 2008a; 2008b) 

11  Disinterest might be the result of human respect, or a lack of local community resources for Roma relocation.  
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many Roma found their home settlements destroyed or burned down. The Ministry of Interior at the 
time ordered municipalities to allow Roma to return to their original settlements (or what was left of 
them); however, this order was often broken by citizens as well as by local authorities who drove out 
returning Roma. Because Slovakia was a battlefront at the end of WWII, many factories were destroyed.  
In 1942, industrial production fell by two-thirds as compared to 1943. More than half of the workers 
lost their jobs. Roma labour was not needed, especially not in eastern Slovakia. Many Roma had no way 
to live except through stealing, wandering, beggary, and black-marketing.  In that period, “nomadic 
Roma groups from abroad [were] concentrating on our territory” (Jurová 1992, 91). Presumably to 
prevent ‘chaos’ and to comply with numerous complaints of lower-level of state administration, Roma 
identity cards were reintroduced in certain places and some Roma were even concentrated in temporary 
labour camps (Jurová 1992, 92; Vanura ibid, 115).12 There were four labour camps, located near large 
construction sites such as dams. They were filled with people labelled as “wanderers and asocial 
individuals” as identified on lists that were made up by district administrations.13 Roma people prevailed 
in these camps. (Mann 2000)

A decree of the President of Czechoslovak Republic (CSR) of July 1945 concerning the 
colonisation of agricultural land previously owned by Germans, Hungarians, “and other enemies of the 
state” invited “those with Slavic origin” to settle in areas emptied after eviction. The western part of 
Czechoslovakia became the targeted area of colonisation. Roma participation in this resettlement was 
not planned (Nosková 2000, 59-60; Lužica 2002, 34). However, the desertion of land and an insufficient 
labour force in western areas provoked another Presidential decree (No. 88/1948), which allowed almost 
unrestricted recruitment of those interested in resettlement. On this basis, 16,000 Slovak Roma, mainly 
from eastern Slovakia, resettled on the western border of Czechoslovakia in 1946-47, attracted by 
the vision of a better life. Migrating Olas Roma (a subethnic group of Roma), craftspeople, and circus 
workers did not take part in this colonisation (Lužica 2002,35). Roma found work on sheep farms and 
in the reconstruction of roads, factories, and other structures that had been destroyed by the war 
(Mann 2000, 40). Organised (and more or less forced) migration from areas with what was seen to be 
a superfluous labour force (eastern Slovakia) to places of labour force demand (mainly the border areas 
of Czech lands, but also on big construction sites elsewhere) was a key tool that was continuously 
employed  by the Communist regime to deal with the ‘Roma issue’.

The total amount of programmes by which the Communist regime attempted to improve the 
material and educational conditions of Roma and to integrate them into the national economy and 
mainstream way of life has not yet been properly assessed.14 Legal emancipation (toward equal rights) of 
Roma was completed only in 1950, when the previously mentioned discriminatory legislation launched 
during the first Czechoslovakia was abolished. Simultaneously, the government began a policy aimed 
at improving Roma living conditions and education. This included electrification, disposing of shacks, 
constructing roads to Roma settlements, and (broadly) integrating Roma into the labour process.  

12  Temporary labour camps were organised based on Presidential decree of Czechoslovakia regarding the mobilisation of 
labour force and the Slovak National Council Regulation No. 105/1945 on labour camps (Jurová 1992, 100).

13  The term ‘incorrigible asocial’, possibly synonymous to ‘habitual criminal’, was used in a classification based on the first 
after-war registration of Roma by the police in 1947.  In official materials in Slovakia, 2,884 out of 51, 278 Roma adults were 
registered labelled in this way. Historians who analysed them, however, have not shown a basis for this classification. 

14  Present descriptions of Roma policy under the Communist regime in Czechoslovakia are rather one-sided. This approach 
is also used by all studies published in English. Many researchers seem to be guided more by the need to prove the perversity 
of the totalitarian regime than by pure scholarly interest. The majority of authors approach this period are an historical 
anomaly and tend to focus solely on the policies that restricted personal rights and freedoms. The most systematic and 
unbiased research of the Roma policy of this period has been done by Jurová (2008). Jurová has recently pointed out 
similarities of the Roma policy under Communism and during the Enlightenment. She says that in Slovakia, exclusively during 
these two periods characterised by authoritative centralism and the enforced incitement of social progress, Roma policy 
was clearly guided by a goal to improve the living conditions of Roma and its implementation was supported by substantial 
investments. 
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Monitoring Roma settlements was part of this policy. Exact registers of Roma settlements were 
made by the second half of the 1950s, and they were regularly updated since. Surveys of various aspects 
of health and living conditions in Roma settlements were held, initiated by the Council of Deputies and 
district councils, in collaboration with health care departments. The focus was on housing, health, and 
hygienic conditions in Roma settlements, which were classified as “a concentration of undesirable way 
of life, sources of infective diseases and pandemics, centres of asocial creatures and a risk for the moral 
development of children” (Jurová 1992, 95). 

In 1956, the regional board for housing and public construction worked out a series of measures 
for the gradual elimination of the most ‘backward’ Roma settlements.15  The original plan to construct 
neighbourhoods of family houses for the Roma was refused by the Department of Finance, which warned 
against an “unsubstantiated and unusual preference for Roma” that “neither the public budget nor public 
opinion could sustain” (Jurová 1992, 95). The preferred option was a combination of constructing individual 
(self-help) houses supported by various means (including state contributions), assigning flats for Roma 
in public housing projects (especially company flats to employed Roma), resettling Roma in border areas 
(for entire families after work and housing for Roma males was found), and recruiting workers for labour 
in mines (again, under the condition of securing company flats for their families) (Jurová 1992, 95).

In 1958, the Central Committee of the Communist Party passed a resolution that confirmed the 
“adequacy of the present approach in dealing with problems of Roma, which result from their cultural 
and social backwardness and specific way of life.” This resolution disqualified in advance any attempt to 
promote the development of Roma culture and education in Roma language as this was regarded as a 
means of “strengthening the undesirable isolation of Roma from the life of other working people while 
preserving their old primitive way of gypsy life” (Jurová 1992, 96). 

In the middle of the 1960s, a new survey of Roma was made by the Statistical Office (according 
to the demand of the Governmental Committee for Citizens of Roma Origin). Roma amounted to four 
percent of Slovak citizens, or 163,000 persons in total. 16,500 Roma families lived in 12,500 shacks and 
in 1,027 settlements.  These findings suggest that during ten years, the number of huts and settlements 
did not fall as drastically as the plans made in the 1950s would seem to indicate. Financial resources for 
their implementation were delayed.16   

In the beginning of the 1960s, approximately half of Roma of an economically active age were 
not employed. These findings incited another governmental programme (koncepcia, in Slovak language), 
which was targeted at Roma dispersion and eviction from places where they were highly concentrated. 
Its guarantor was the Governmental Committee on the Issue of Roma Inhabitants (Davidová 1995). The 
programme was extremely ambitious: it planned to eliminate more than 600 Roma settlements and 
disperse nearly 10,000 families in five years. However, it was prepared and implemented without Roma 
involvement.17 For this reason, the programme had disastrous consequences. Instead of overall progress, 
it caused suffering for many families. For instance, almost one-third of the more or less forcefully 
displaced Roma families returned from the Czech parts of the Republic as they were unable to secure 

15 At this time, 95,092 Slovak Roma citizens lived in 1,305 isolated settlements. These were neighbourhoods that were 
located on the outskirts of villages or towns. Concentrations of Roma on certain town streets were also taken into account. 
They lived in 14,935 houses in total.  Almost 80 percent of Roma houses were unsanitary shacks, or underground shelters, 
built closely together and often constituting a risk for the people living inside. 

16  In the 1950s, there was not sufficient central government support for housing programs. The public resources were 
mainly invested in industrialisation. According to many authors, the housing conditions of a majority of the poor in eastern 
Slovakia (the Prešov region) did not significantly differ from that of the Roma: a percentage of both lived in underground 
shelters and semi-bunkers or in huts.    

17  By the end of the 1960s, the Roma succeeded to found their Union in Czechoslovakia. However, it was cancelled and 
forbidden in the beginning of the 1970s like many other bottom-up initiatives that had emerged during the ‘Prague Spring’ 
period.   The Roma might influence regional programs targeting them only if they became politically engaged in some of the 
member organisations of the National Front headed by the Communist Party. The Party had its organisational cells in every 
firm, school, each type of work place, organisation, and municipality (including a street party organisation for pensioners). 
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jobs or a means of livelihood. Moreover, some could not find their homes and settlements upon return, 
as they had been already destroyed and burned out (Jurová 2000; Vanura 2008). 

The governmental programme was cancelled in 1972 due to its infeasibility.18 That same year, 
the Slovak government launched a new Programme of Universal Social and Cultural Integration of the 
Roma. This programme recognised that social integration was mainly acculturation; it also acknowledged, 
for the first time, that Roma integration is a multi-generational project (Kotvanová, Szép, Šebesta 
2003). The programme provided a basis for the founding of the Government Commission for Citizens of 
Roma Origin, which was established by the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, and Family (MLSAF) and 
for analogous commissions that were set up at the district level in all of the 29 district administrative 
bodies of Slovakia of that period. District commissions came to serve as bases for networks of social 
workers who worked with Roma families and mediated between the state authorities and Roma. Social 
work in the field mainly focused on young mothers and families with children. It was also intended to 
prepare families who lived in poor quality shacks in segregated settlements without running water and 
electricity for moving into and residing among the majority population in neighbourhoods with high(er) 
quality flats. The building of new flats was part of a general housing programme financed by the Slovak 
government.19 At the end of the 1980s, owing to massive housing programmes, most Slovak Roma lived 
mixed with the majority population. Only a small part (15,000) still lived in hut settlements, the definite 
elimination of which was scheduled to be completed by the year 1990 (Jurová 1992; 1993).  Stories 
about Roma making fires on hardwood floors and devastating flats in various ways are still very much 
present in the minds of the public and have been brought back to life whenever the issue of housing for 
Roma is put on the public agenda. 

1.1.4 Education under the Communist Regime

As the Roma ethnicity was not officially surveyed in the censuses held during the Communist regime, 
and special surveying only focused on the inhabitants of settlements with low cultural and hygienic 
standards (more in Chapter 1.3), it is not possible to show how effective the various programmes aimed 
at raising the educational level of Roma (specifically) were. Data from surveys and municipal evidence 
were systematically biased towards those in unfavourable positions. Therefore, any inferences based on 
this data about the efficiency of these programmes should be cautious. According to Lužica, illiteracy 
among Roma in the end of 1940s was at 85 percent  (Lužica 2002, 35). Three decades of intensive 
material and organisational efforts brought results: in 1970, 64 percent Roma men and 61.5 percent 
Roma women succeeded in attaining basic education and in 1980, this jumped to 81 percent of Roma 
men and 83 percent of Roma women. (Jurová 1993; Šebesta 2003, 25) In the 1980s, 62 percent of Roma 
pupils continued their education at a vocational school, although only one ten graduated.20   

Various comprehensive programmes tried to support the school attendance of Roma children: 
free care in kindergartens, meals in schools, contributions for clothes and footwear, writing materials, 
school supplies, and so on. Attempts to improve Roma education were hampered by the general 

18  In the Czech Republic, this program had been cancelled earlier. (Since January 1969, Czechoslovakia was organised as a 
federation of two states.)

19  The housing program was guided by the Project of Urbanisation of Slovakia.  The project focused on moving the 
population, of which almost half still lived in villages with less than 2,000 inhabitants, into urban areas. Public and individual 
housing construction in villages with less than 1,000 inhabitants and settlements located away from defined urbanization 
zones was restricted. Construction in such villages—Roma settlements included—was not eligible for state funding, and 
building permits for individual houses were not issued. Yet, public housing construction was impressive from a quantitative 
aspect.  In its peak in the 1980s, more than 40,000 flats were finished every year.  For comparison, the overall number of 
finished flats (in family houses and blocks of flats) during particular years was as follows:  35,583 flats  in 1961; 38,690  in 
1970;  48,215  in 1980; 20,816 in 1991; 6,157  in 1995;   12,931  in 2000.; 14,863  in 2005 and 14,444  flats in 2006. 

20  Šebesta explains that Roma often left vocational schools for work at that time, as there were relatively high salaries for 
manual labour jobs (ibid.). 
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underdevelopment of regions in which most Roma lived, including their educational infrastructure. In 
eastern Slovakia, there were too few schools, and their capacities were insufficient for local pupils.21  
There was a lack of pre-school and after-school facilities in eastern Slovakia, both because of a general 
deficiency in finances and because no suitable premises existed. For this reason, school lessons in 
areas with an above-average share of Roma children were conducted in unfavourable conditions: with 
overcrowded classes, pupils of mixed ages, and often insufficiently qualified teachers (Jurová 1993). 

Lack of school facilities worsened access to the services that Roma children were entitled 
to preferentially. For instance, in order to improve school attendance of Roma pupils, Roma children 
could have attended after-school clubs even if their mothers were not working. However, in areas with 
overcrowded school facilities and teaching organised in shifts, after-school clubs were rare and did not 
have the capacities to include all Roma children.

 The school attendance of Roma children was far from perfect. 22 According to the experts of 
that period, the main causes of their irregular school attendance were remoteness of Roma settlements, 
troubles with public transport, bad conditions for doing homework and studying, insufficient mastery 
of the language of instruction as well as a low percentage of children who had been schooled in 
kindergartens.  According to their observations, “school attendance generally improved in families where 
parents and older siblings were employed” (Filas 1988, 199). 

Access to education was also supported directly by financial assistance. Students at the 
secondary and university level of education were entitled to social scholarships if the income for a 
household member in his or her family was lower than the set sum. During the preparation for blue collar 
(working class) occupations, board and lodging of students was covered. According to the Regulation of 
the Ministry of Labour No. 61/1969 regarding the financial and material security of apprentices, since 
the first year of training, organisations provided for apprentices of certain preferred professions (like 
miners, drifters,  carpenters, roofers, tillers, road builders, bakers, etc.) food and lodging free of charge. 
Moreover, organisations covered public transport for all apprentices and travel for parents visiting four 
times per year if the distance between the place of study and permanent residence was bigger than 
100 kilometres.   Such conditions facilitated access to training in working class occupations for children 
from the poorest strata.

1.1.5 Employment under the Communist Regime

In spite of massive investments in industrialisation and supposedly full employment under the Communist 
regime, Slovakia continuously faced a shortage of jobs. Between 1948 and 1960, more than 356,000 
labourers and farmers (more or less forcefully) left the agrarian sector.23 The Slovak economy, especially 
its developing industry, offered them slightly more than 173,300 jobs.  These jobs were unevenly 
distributed and were especially lacking in eastern parts of the country. They did not help to increase 
female employment or to decrease number of migrating people to Czech lands.24  

The organisation of Roma migration from settlements of eastern Slovakia to ‘friendship districts’ 
in Czech lands was ordered by government resolution and represented a kind of solution to the job and 

21  In the mid-1960s, 14.5 percent of pupils attended school in shifts in the ňSR. In Czech part of the ňSR, the average rate 
of pupils attending school in shifts was 7.8 percent, but in Slovakia, it was 26.6 percent. The lowest shift rate was in the 
southern and northern regions of Czech lands (less than 4 percent) and the highest one was in eastern Slovakia: 29.2 percent.  
(Cima 1966, 185).

22  In 1970, a country-wide survey of school departments found that there were 4,090 children between 6 and 14 years of 
age that had never attended school.  2,920 of these were Roma. The 1970 Census brought even more unfavourable findings: 
10 percent of Roma children between 7 and 14 years of age (3,920 children) had never attended school (Filas 1988, 198).

23  In first half of the twentieth century, half of the population lived from farming. In 1980, only 8.4 percent was employed 
in agriculture.  However, in some southern and eastern regions, it was more than one third of the labour force.

24  In 1963, there were 18,700 openings which hardly sufficed to secure school graduates (Londák c.d.)
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housing shortage. Simultaneously, migration was organised as a means to disperse Roma.  It restricted 
their choice of occupation as well as their freedom of movement (Lužica 2002, 36). Organised migration 
concerned both families and individuals, especially school graduates, who could have received work 
admittances in opposite corner of the country.25 Temporary labour migration (monthly commuting) 
from Slovakia to Czech lands was also a widespread individual strategy.  Workers from eastern Slovakia 
commuted to work in mines and at building sites.  On average, 80,000 people on average migrated from 
Slovakia to Czech lands during the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s, migration decreased, but 
the economy of the Czech Republic compensated for the missing labour opportunities in Slovakia until the 
very end of Communist regime (Londák 2002, 134; Historická 1985) and continues to do so even today.

After decades, continuous industrialisation and the development of agriculture combined with 
efforts to train Roma and integrate them into the working class, or among cooperative farmers, yielded 
positive effects. According to special registers of Roma that were held simultaneously (and without 
informing citizens) with the 1980 Census, the economic activity of Roma men (84.5 percent) did not 
differ from that of the total male population (85.2 percent). However, the economic activity of Roma 
women was lower (45.4 percent) comparing to that of the total female population (76.6 percent). 
(Jurová 1992: 99) The traditional model of the Roma family (more children in families with women 
staying home and caring for them) is usually given as the reason for this lower economic activity. 
However, the structural shortage of jobs in Slovakia should also be considered as a factor. Tradition 
easily dominates when alternatives are lacking. 

The register made with the 1980 Census showed that the majority of employed Roma (90 
percent) worked in factories, municipal public services, and agriculture, in jobs that rarely require special 
qualifications. Many present commentators believe that high salaries for manual labour professions 
hampered Roma educational ambitions and made their insertion into the free labour market after the 
collapse of communism more difficult. 

1.1.6 The Situation after 1989 

The advent of capitalism in 1989 was rapidly followed by great economic depression. In the beginning of 
the 1990s, the Slovak economy sustained a sudden loss of market opportunities due to the disintegration 
of the Soviet Union and the opening of its domestic market to foreign competition.  These few statistics 
can help to suggest the size of this economic depression. The gross domestic product (GDP) decreased 
by 23 percent from 1990 to 1993. Southern and eastern regions with a significant share of jobs in 
agriculture, and where a large percentage of Roma also lived, were hit sharply: agricultural production 
declined by 43 percent during 1990-2000. It was the largest decline experience by any of the Visegrad-4 
(V-4) countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia).26  The public sector (including state-
controlled industry) dismissed more than 1.3 million employees during 1990−1995.27 Employment in 
industry had decreased by 24 percent, during 1989-1994. A decrease in the real wages and purchasing 
power of inhabitants further contributed to economic decline.28 While the unemployment rate was only 
1.5 percent in 1990, it jumped to 13-14 percent by 1993. After 1998, unemployment reached 18-19 
percent. In 2004, when unemployment in Slovakia was at 18.1 percent, the estimated unemployment 

25  Many authors warn that the recruitment and mandatory placement of skilled Roma in Czech lands further distorted the 
educational level of Slovak Roma and decelerated the economic and cultural advance of Roma communities. (Lužica 2002; 
Šebesta 2003) 

26  For instance, in Poland, the decline of agricultural production was only 12 percent (Huba et al., 2003).

27  Of these, 1.2 million gradually entered the private economy sector, including through self-employment. However, not 
all lost jobs were replaced. Moreover, during the 1990s, those born in the 1970s ‘baby boom’ entered a labour market with 
few vacancies. Therefore, a considerable share of vocational school graduates found themselves on the labour office list of 
job-seekers.  

28  Real wages in Slovakia reached pre-1990 levels only in 2006.
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rate of the Roma minority was 79.8 percent. At the same time, 62.8 percent of Roma were long-term 
unemployed (the national average was 11.4 percent). In other words, the risk of unemployment for Roma 
people was 4.2 times higher than the national average, and the risk of long-term unemployment was 
5.2 times higher (OGPRC 2005).

Unskilled people lost their jobs first. Roma faced large unemployment since the very beginning 
of the economic transformation. As we will show in the Chapter 3, like all jobless citizens, they were 
entitled to social benefits which provided a subsistence minimum and—as social work and every specific 
service for Roma was cancelled—‘thrown to the wolves’. Some unemployed Roma sold their new flats 
in towns and returned to the settlements where they had lived in the past. Many had difficulties with 
rent payment. After some time, municipalities begun moving those who owed rent into so-called ‘social 
flats’, which were, as a rule, concentrated in one block of flats or one neighbourhood. New, segregated 
communities of the unemployed emerged. 

The number of jobless Roma also increased due to the involuntary return of some Slovak 
Roma living in the Czech parts of the country after the Czechoslovak Republic split. While the Slovak 
Republic gave citizenship rights to everybody living in Slovakia who had been born on the former 
Czechoslovak territory, the Czech Republic withheld social assistance and residency to its inhabitants 
born on the territory of Slovakia who did not have permanent residence (if they lived in company 
hostels, for instance) or had a criminal record. There were more than 314,000 Slovak citizens in the 
Czech Republic when Czechoslovakia split. By 1994, 291,825 had received Czech citizenship.29 (Uhl 
2000, 55) This would indicate that several thousand must have left for Slovakia, some without having 
either housing or employment secured there. It is not known how many Roma were among them. Their 
return to Slovakia and moving in with relatives was reflected solely as an individual or local/communal 
problem (complaints of neighbours about noisy behaviour etc.).  

These structural indicators suggest that Roma were severely affected by the economic depression 
Slovakia had faced more than a decade ago. Their living and housing conditions deteriorated not only 
due to joblessness, but also due to the termination of social programmes that had been administered by 
the Communist regime. Insufficient political representation and a lack of advocacy for Roma interests, 
as well as the absence of comprehensive welfare programmes in general, contributed to a deterioration 
of their social protection (more in Chapter 3).30   

1. 2 Definitions and Methodologies of Ethnicity Measurements

1.2.1 Matters of Authorisations to Define Ethnic Identity 

There have been different practices in various domains of public administration in the matter of how 
to define ethnic identity. These practices have also changed many times. Some of them were connected 
with ethnic cleansing, such as the ‘final solution’ measures implemented against Jews and Roma by 
Slovakia during 1940-1945, or the post-WWII eviction of Germans from Czechoslovakia, or the forced 
exchange of the Hungarian minority in Slovakia for Slovaks living in Hungary (1947).  These events 
should always be remembered as warning lessons of inhumanity. 

29  This number, however, also indicates inhabitants of Slovakia of Czech origin who claimed Czech citizenship, and dozens 
of intellectuals who decided to leave Slovakia formally, as a protest against the split of Czechoslovakia.  

30  We have already suggested that analysis of Roma policy under communist regime has been rather biased. Almost all 
analyses of  pro-Roma social programs  not only criticised the ‘paternalism’  of the communist regime that ‘spoiled’ Roma 
and made them passive and ‘unable to adapt to the market economy’,  but also reported the injustice that the generous 
programmes for Roma meant for the majority population.  In doing so, they referred to documented complaints of that time 
and assessed special programmes for Roma as being the evidence of injustice of Communist regime. For instance, see Baňová 
1992; Jurová 1992; Szomolányi 1994; Lužica 2002; Šebesta 2003.  More can be found in Chapter 5 of this Report. 
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Here, we only deal with the definitions of ethnic identity implemented in more recent periods. 
In censuses, the principle of self-selection was always followed. However, under the Communist regime, 
there were only four recognised ethnicities from which to choose (Slovak, Czech, Hungarian, and 
Ukrainian).31  In the 1990 Census, the number of ethnic categories was not limited and ethnic belonging 
was completely based on self-identification.  The findings of the censuses are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Ethnicity of Inhabitants according to the Censuses of Inhabitants, Houses and Flats (%)

Indicator 1950 1961 1970 1980 1991 2001

Inhabitants’ ethnicity (%)

Slovak 86.6 85.3 85.5 86.5 85.7 85.8

Czech 1.2 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.0 0.8

Hungarian 10.3 12.4 12.2 11.2 10.8 9.7

Ukrainian 1) 1.4 – 0.9 0.7 0.3 0.2

Ruthenian 1), 2) – – – – 0.3 0.4

Roma 2) – – – – 1.4 1.7

Other 0.5 1.2 0.4 0.4 0.5 1.4

1) Ukrainian and Ruthenian was surveyed together as Ukrainian; 
2) Roma and Ruthenian were not among the recognised ethnicities

Source:  SOSR 

As previously mentioned, special censuses of inhabitants living in the settlements with 
‘low standards of living’ occurred in addition to censuses under the Communist regime. After certain 
discussions that took place in the beginning of the 1950s, the opinion that it was necessary to promote 
the ‘ethnic awareness’ of Roma was suppressed (Jurová 1992, 93-94). Roma origin was understood 
solely as a backward cultural and social status. Roma ethnicity was therefore determined according to 
residence and standard of living. 

After 1989, Roma ethnicity was recognised and, like other minorities, the Roma were given the 
right to organise politically and culturally. Simultaneously, in compliance with human rights documents, 
ethnic identity became solely a matter of free will and self-identification.  

The difference between the number of Roma identified by special censuses made under the 
Communist regime and the result of the 1990 Census was considerable, but this was not considered an 
important issue in the first half of the 1990s. A lower than expected number of self-declared Roma in 
effect limited the available support for Roma cultural organisations.32

However, during the 1990s, several administrative bodies surveyed ethnicity (which was 
externally attributed) among other indicators of their matter of subject. There were semi-official data 
on kindergarten attendance, births, infectious diseases, criminal cases, an so on.  The collection and 
publication of this data were severely criticised during monitoring processes that were launched during 
Slovakia’s application process to the European Union (EU) 2001).

31   In inter-war Czechoslovakia, there were other paradoxes with regard to definitions of ethnic identity. For instance, 
in censuses, Roma ethnicity was an option with German, Hungarian and Czechoslovak, but not with Slovak or Czech 
ethnicity.  

32   It is important to note that the amounts of the public budget designated for minority groups (and partly also for 
education) has depended on the number of citizens who declared a given ethnic identity in the last census. A similar rule 
concerns support for churches, which depends upon the number of persons declaring belonging to certain denomination. 
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 The EU has also rebuked Slovakia for the difficult living conditions of Roma and the neglect 
to monitor their situation. In the mid-1990s, the Statistical Office carried out a special survey of 
settlements with Roma inhabitants on the basis of forms out filled by mayors. In a sociographic mapping 
of Roma settlements in Slovakia, funded by the World Bank, ethnicity was also extrenally defined.  This 
mapping, carried out in  2003-2004, provides what is believed to be the most precise information on 
the living conditions of the Roma population to date. It was based on interviews with local experts 
(such as mayors and other municipal representatives, teachers, priests, and the like) and was conducted 
in where the 2001 Census had found at least seven persons who had declared Roma ethnicity. In all, 
the mapping covered 1,087 towns and villages, or 38.4 percent of all towns and villages in Slovakia 
(OGPRC 2005, 3-4). Data were structured by a typology of Roma communities according to their level 
of disadvantage. This typology has become the basis of various official classifications and policies. We 
deal with it below.

Since the Act on Personal Data Protection (2002) came into force, the ruling opinion has 
been that the legal arrangement of personal rights precludes objectivist determination of ethnicity in 
research and statistics. Item 3 of Article 12 of the Constitution, guaranteeing the universal right to 
chose one’s own ethnicity, has promoted an overly cautious interpretation of Article 8, which outlaws 
the processing of special categories of personal data that reveal one’s racial or ethnic origin, political 
opinions, religious belief, and related fields. This provision can only be invalidated through the informed 
consent of the person in question. 

Such blanket restrictions have had unexpected consequences for research and human rights 
observance institutions (EUMC 2005).  These reasons, as well as the fact that a considerable percentage 
of Roma reside among the majority population, have resulted in the practice that support programmes 
for Roma children and Roma neighbourhoods are not officially targeted for Roma, but for those who 
come from or live in a ‘socially disadvantaged environment’. 

For instance, Paragraph 2c of Directive No. 19 from the Ministry of Education, dated June 15, 
2006, does not speak about Roma pupils; rather, it refers to  pupils with language and social barriers. 
These are defined as pupils from a socially disadvantaged environment who: 

are in material need and live in segregated settlements;1. 
live in household environments that  are unsound (e.g. those with unhygienic conditions, a 2. 
high number of household members per dwelling, where doing homework is not feasible); 
do not speak the language of instruction; 3. 
are in material need and did not attend kindergarten; and 4. 
are in material need and whose parents did not finish the nine classes of compulsory 5. 
education (MEYSSR 2006).

As the result of this overly cautious interpretation of the Act on Personal Data Protection, a 
gap exists not only in the system of national indicators for the monitoring and analysis of Roma poverty, 
social exclusion, and the well-being of children, but also in the institutional basis for conducting social 
research. It is clear that without some data disaggregated by ethnicity, it is impossible to assess the 
effects of the programmes targeted at marginalised Roma communities in the area of employment, 
education, or health care—and to satisfactorily reply to European Commission (EC) questions about 
progress in dealing with Roma poverty. Gyula Veszelei, Chair of the Office for the Protection of Personal 
Data, is convinced that commanding people to declare their ethnic identity and/or using external 
attributions of ethnicity constitute violations of human rights. Having the informed consent of a person 
is the only viable way of collecting ethnic data (Conka 2008).

On the other hand, various specialists such as Laco Oravec, Programme Director of the Milan 
Šimecka Foundation, believe that the opinion that the collection of ethnic data is in contradiction with 
the above mentioned act to be a “myth which has recently taken root in Slovakia” (Conka 2008).  Due 
to an NGO initiative, the Committee for Human Rights of the National Council passed Resolution No. 
133/2008, which required the Deputy Prime Minister for Human Rights to initiate legislative change 
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concerning ethnic data collections for the ethnic group’s benefit and to report on his effort by September 
1, 2008. At the time of writing, changes are in progress.  

1. 3 Statistical Data on Slovak Roma 

According to estimates based on the last registers of district administration (1988), between 280,000 
snd 320,000 Roma live in Slovakia. About one-quarter claim Roma ethnicity in the census (Vano and 
Mészáros 2004, 5). Out of these, approximately 60 percent live mixed with the majority population.  

The Roma population is significantly younger than other segments of the society. The ratio 
of children under 14 years of age exceeds 30 percent, while for the whole society it reaches only 18 
percent. The proportion of children within the total population is decreasing, while within the Roma 
population, it is increasing (Vano and Mészáros 2004, 30). Roma children (to the age of 15 years) 
represent about 34 percent of all children from the Košice and Prešov regions (OGPRC 2004; SNCHR 
2005). (Recent data on birth rates  Table 2.) It is estimated that in 2025, the Roma population in 
Slovakia will reach 520,000, or 11 percent of the total population. This would represent an increase of 
approximately 140,000 individuals. (Vano 2002, 9). 

Roma communities are not spread evenly throughout Slovakia: their highest concentration 
is in the eastern and the southern districts of Slovakia, where approximately two-thirds of the Roma 
population live. The highest concentration of Roma communities is in the Košice and Prešov regions, 
where Roma represent 26.5 percent (Košice) and 32.8 percent (Prešov) of all inhabitants. Overall, recent 
surveys document 1,575 villages and towns (out of 2,928) in which Roma live (OGPRC 2004). In almost 
half of them (776 villages and towns), Roma live integrated and dispersed among the majority. The 
location of other Roma communities is as follows: 

177 communities live in a concentrated area in a village or town (a ‘Roma‚ street or •	
neighbourhood);
338 communities live on the edge of  a town or a village; and•	
284 communities are spatially distant from a town or a village and separated by a natural •	
(a stream) or artificial (railroad) barrier from the majority settlement.

Communities of the second two groups (settlements located at the edge or outside the majority 
town or village) have been additionally classified as ‘separated Roma communities’. Spatial isolation, 
combined with other criteria (e.g. a lack of running water, a share of undocumented dwellings higher 
than 20 percent),33 has been the base for determining what constitutes a segregated Roma community.  
The official typology classified (only) 149 Roma communities as segregated. Of these, 46 settlements, 
where 6,355 people have their permanent residence, lack any infrastructure (OGPRC website).34 

In 2002, there were 130,000 Roma children below the age of 14. The youngest Roma population 
(with the highest proportion of children) lived in separated settlements—almost 40 percent. The child 
population of semi-integrated Roma amounted to 33 percent, while integrated Roma had a proportion 
comparable to the national average. In absolute numbers, as many as 50,000 children within the age of 
compulsory school attendance lived in separated settlements (Vano 2002,  28). 

33  Undocumented dwellings are self-constructed, without a building permit and without ownership titles to the land being 
settled. These simple buildings, built mostly of wood, daub, metal, or a combination of these, do not meet technical and 
hygienic standards and tend to be overcrowded.   

34  Vano and Mészáros state that about 40,000 people are living in “settlements with low living standards” (2004, 5).   
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Table 2. Number of Births among Roma Women over 18 Years of Age Living in Separated 
Communities

Number of births % of women
none 9
1 6
2 14
3 13
4-5 25
6-10 26
More than 10 7
Total 100

Source: MHSR 2008

The present age structure of the Roma population resembles the age structure of the majority 
in the 1950s, when the proportion of children under 15 years of age was above 30 percent and the 
proportion of the population of 50 years of age and above was lower due to shorter life expectancy. In 
2004, children under 15 years of age represented 17.1 percent of the Slovak population and but up to 
39.4 percent of Roma households (UNDP 2006, 10).

A survey by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) based on the above typology 
indicates that the proportion of the children correlates with the level of separation of the community: 
35.2 percent children in mixed neighbourhoods, 38.6 percent in separated neighbourhoods, and 43.6 
percent in segregated Roma settlements, which face multiple disadvantages. 

Areas with a greater Roma population, and especially those where the Roma population live 
segregated from the majority, have a favourable birth rate. Meanwhile, the other demographic indicators 
are consistently worse: lower life expectancy and higher mortality, including infant mortality. The life 
expectancy of the Roma population is far lower than that of the majority. Overall average life expectancy 
in the Slovak Republic is 69.3 years for males and 77.6 for females. The estimated life expectancy among 
the Roma population, however, is 62.4 years for males and 72.1 years for females. What is more, studies 
examining the health of Roma living in segregated settlements reveal striking trends. For instance, the 
average age at death for males living in segregated settlements is 41 years of age, and 30 percent of all 
child (elow 15 years of age) deaths are Roma (MHSR 2008, 263). Inded, children are particularly at risk. 
Roma infant mortality is roughly twice as high as the Slovak average. 

Non-mastery of the language of instruction (as a rule, Slovak or Hungarian) is ranked among 
the most essential obstacles hampering Roma education and inclusion. In a study by the UNDP, only 
31.7 percent of surveyed Roma claimed that Slovak is their first language. Hungarian language is the 
first language for 13.7 percent, and more than 50 percent of the Roma use Roma language as their first 
language. Slovak language has the weakest position in segregated settlements, where it was recorded 
as the first language by only 16.9 percent of the respondents (UNDP 2006, 15). 

As shown in section 1.1, the present educational attainment of Roma has substantially improved 
if compared to the pre-WWII period. However, it continues to lag behind the majority population.  
Table 3, based on the 2001 Census data, must be interpreted with caution (it bears repeating), since 
approximately three-quarters of Slovak Roma did not identify themselves as Roma in the census.  
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Table.3. Education Level Attained according to 2001 Census

Women Men
Highest Level of Education Attained Roma Slovak  Roma  Slovak
Primary (including incomplete) 79.5 30.0 74.1 18.9
Vocational 8.2 18.3 14.0 32.1
Secondary vocational 1.4 4.5 2.4 5.5
Upper secondary 1.9 36.4 2.2 30.2
University 0.2 9.2 0.4 11.6
No education 4.3 0.3 3.1 0.3
Data not available 4.5 1.3 3.8 1.8
Total 100 100 100 100

Source: SOSR 2001

1. 4 Socio-economic Status and Participation 

Analysis on the socio-economic status and participation of the Roma, as with other areas, suffers from 
a lack of data that would help to grasp various aspects of the participation of Roma in the social and 
economic life of Slovakia.  Research into the socio-economic and living conditions of Roma has been 
insufficient. This was certainly the case in the first half of the 1990s, when Roma ceased to be a special 
focus of social policy. Roma, who had returned to Slovakia because they were denied citizenship in the 
Czech Republic, were not the subject of any study at that time.  

As has been documented, since the early 1990s, Roma have been suffering by high 
unemployment—almost 100 percent in many settlements. The decline of some industrial branches 
(mining, metallurgy, and building industry) and agriculture reduced the demand for manual labour. Many 
manual jobs in municipal services like public grounds keeping and roads maintenance were permanently 
lost due to technological innovations. This development hit the Roma hard, as many were involved in y 
manual work. The irreversible decline of manual labour is the main reason for the fact that a portion of 
long-term unemployed Roma people do not have a real chance to get a job: “their dependence on social 
assistance from the state has become a life-long perspective for them” (OGPRC). 2005, 20).  

Besides the declining demand for manual labour, many other factors also limit Roma’s chance 
to find a job. The majority of Roma live in former districts with collapsed industry and an extremely high 
number of jobseekers per vacancy.35 Therefore, it is not surprising that in 2005, UNDP research did not 
find any substantial differences in the length of registration with the labour office between Roma and 
the general population living in nearby areas: 48.8 percent of unemployed Roma, and 51.9 percent of 
the unemployed from the general population were registered more than three years (UNDP 2007, 76). 
However, this survey found that 41.2 percent of the general population and only 4.7 percent of Roma 
were employed. In such areas, all kinds of discrimination are in play on the labour market and only the 
most qualified young Non-Roma males get a job. Moreover, in these areas, advocacy organisations are 
almost nonexistent and the victims of discrimination are defenceless (SNCHR 2006).

On the other hand, in recent years, Roma labour emmigration is more frequent.  The Labour 
Force Survey (LSF) data suggest that more than seven percent of all those employed in Slovakia are 
working abroad. In the Prešov region in eastern Slovakia it is as high as 15 percent of all employed 
persons. Though ethnicity is not surveyed in the LSF, local observations suggest that many Roma are 
now working abroad. Temporary migration of all families has had an impact on the irregular school 
attendance of children.    

35  For instance, in the former agricultural district Rimavská Sobota, 21% are registered as unemployed and the average length 
of unemployment is nine years. This district has a large proportion of Roma. Their first language is mostly Hungarian.
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1.4.1 Housing

Cuts in public support for housing and an emphasis on individual responsibility are characteristic of 
the housing policy in Slovakia since 1989. A lack of affordable housing is a problem for large groups of 
younger people, both from the majority and minority. The 2001 Census revealed a significantly increased 
proportion of flats inhabited by two or more households (Table 2). The young generation does not have 
resources to live independently from their parents. Though the spatial quality of housing did not worsen, 
meeting the housing needs of citizens living on state benefits is a painful and multilateral problem. Since 
1989, housing costs have increased several times and have become unbearable for job-less households. 
During the 1990s, no counselling was provided for people who had problems with their rent payments.
 

Table 4: Average Characteristics of Housing and Households by the Census and UNDP Survey

Census he UNDP Roma Households Survey 2005 
(Households)1

Indicator 1960 1970 1980 1991 2001

Segre
geated 
settle
ment 

Sepa
reted 
settle
ment

Mixed 
commu

nity 

All 
Roma 
house
holds

Average area of 
flat (m2)

44.0 64.2 71.0 72.8 83.9 45.1 60.2 67.2 57.5

Rooms/flat 2.7 2.2 2.6 2.9 3.2 2.6 2.6 3.3 2.9

Inhabitants/
room

2.5 1.8 1.4 1.1 1.0 2.2 2.0 1.5 1.8

Dwelling area/ 
inhabitant (m2)

7.9 10.2 12.8 14.6 17.5 7.9 11.5 13.9 11.5

Flats with 
two or more 
households (%)

18.4 15.1 15.1 11.8 18.8 -- -- -- --

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on SOSR and UNDP 2006.

The thorniest housing problems are in Roma segregated settlements. Both Roma dwellings 
and the overall environment and infrastructure of the settlements in poor condition (see Table 3). 
According to the UNDP Survey, as much as 45.2% of all Roma households living in segregated and 
separated settlements have their main source of water outside their dwelling. Approximately 17% of 
the respondents have to go more than 50 metres to get access to water.  (UNDP 2006: 61) In most cases, 
the quality of dwelling in Roma settlements is far below the standard level of housing for the majority. 
They do not meet technical and hygienic standards and, as a rule, the majority of flats are inhabited by 
several families.  
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Table 5. Dwellings in Roma Settlements Connected to Engineering Networks (in %)

Water Sewage Gas Electricity 1) Driveway with asphalt surface

All Slovakia 2001 94.7 60.2 74.8 not surveyed not surveyed
Roma communities 39 13 15 89 80
1) including undocumented users

Source: Census 2001; Sociographic Mapping 2004

The poverty of children and their lack of developmental opportunities is one of the darkest 
facts about Roma living in Slovakia. Table 6, based on representative surveys of jobless families, shows 
how a child’s possibilities for participating in various developmental activities are restricted if he or she 
grows up in a jobless family.

Table 6.  Cutbacks in Needs of Children in Jobless Families (in %)

Totally reduced 
(unaffordable)

Partially reduced
(occasionally met)

Not Reduced 
(cutbacks elsewhere) Total

After school activities 42.6 32.5 24.9 100
Sport activities 42.9 32.9 24.2 100
Cultural events 61.1 26.1 12 100
Buying school supplies 10.9 39.3 49.7 100

Source:  Bodnárová and Gerbery 2006, 149

1. 5 Political Participation and Cultural Representation 

The spatial segregation of Roma,a certain resistance among the majority to proof/proving Roma 
concentration, and refusals by Roma to be engaged in activities such as survey interviews, have 
reduced the visibility and participation of Roma in standard surveys on political behaviour.  Therefore, 
comprehensive and reliable studies of how Roma vote are lacking. It is often assumed that Roma tend to 
change the political parties they support much more frequently and are also keen to support new parties 
if they have a sufficiently expressive campaign. (Vašeňka 1999) However, the unique survey organised by 
Roma Youth NGOs in collaboration with the Institute for Public Affairs (IVO) in Roma communities (2005) 
showed that the political party of Vladimír Meňiar, Prime Minister of Slovakia 1992-1998—Hnutie Za 
Demokraticke Slovensko  (HZDS, or People’s Party – Movement for a Democratic Slovakia)—continued to 
have the strongest position among Roma. The party was also popular among the general population, but 
a negligible fraction of Roma was engaged politically and showed interest in politics. The main source 
of political information for Roma (as well as for general population) was via televised broadcasting; the 
most urgent issue that they expected political parties to address was unemployment. The survey showed 
that 5.8 percent of Roma planned to vote for Roma politically parties, 55.6 percent planned to vote for 
non-Roma political parties, and 17.8 percent did not plan to vote, and 20.8 percent were undecided, 
which was comparable to the general population (Conka 2005).  

These findings support the well-known fact that the prospects of Roma political parties are 
very low.  They will hardly be able to cross the five percent ballot limit in the near future. Roma political 
activists have not yet been able to have an influence non-Roma political parties. A few parties offered 
them places on their candidate lists, but mostly in non-elected positions. The only period where a 
member of parliament was Roma was in 1990.

Kotvanová and Szép (2003) have also noted that the problems of Roma population have never 
been part of political parties’ primary interest. They assume that this is due to the fact that Roma 
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political subjects have never been able to exercise sufficient pressure on the political representation of 
the majority population in order to achieve their goals. The biggest problem in this respect is a lack of 
Roma minority institutions that can ensure that political will becomes practice. (This idea is developed 
in Chapter 4). 

A recognition of Roma as an ethnic minority has meant support of Roma cultural activities. In 
1991, the Roma newspaper Roma (nevo) Lil [Roma (New) Voice] was launched. Roma programmes have 
appeared on television and radio. In 1992, the Roma professional theatre Romathan was established in 
Košice. In the academic year 1991/1992, the department of Roma culture was founded at the Faculty 
of Pedagogy in the University of Konštantín Philosopher; the department was later transformed into the 
Department of Social Work in Roma communities with branches in Spišská Nová Ves and Luňenec. In 
1992, a conservatory focused on Roma youth was established in Košice. In addition to these institutions, 
several museums have been enriched by expositions on Roma culture (Martin, Rimavská Sobota, and 
Humenné). All of these institutions aim to promote the ethnic self-awareness of Roma (Janto 2003, 
688). Since 2001, an expert group appointed by the Office of the Government has been working on 
standardising a written form of the Roma language (Klenko 2002).   

As has been noted, the amount of support for minority cultural activities provided by the 
Ministry of Culture depends on the number of those who claim to belong to this ethnic minority. The 
fact that only a small portion of Roma claimed their Roma ethnicity negatively influenced the overall 
amount of possible support for Roma cultural and educational activities.36 For instance, in 2003, the 
Ministry of Culture supported the periodical and non-periodical press of ethnic minorities with the sum 
of SKK 35,760,000 (approximately EUR 1.05 million). Of this sum, Hungarian publishing companies 
received SKK 25,411,000 (EUR 0.75 million). In contrast, the assistance provided by the Ministry to Roma 
periodicals totalled SKK 2,100,000 (EUR 0.062 million). 

The Ministry regularly supports many other Roma cultural activities, music and theatre included.  
Since 2006, programmes on public television in the Roma language have been broadcast weekly. 

2. Minority Rights and the Issue of Representation

With regard to citizenship claims, the split of Czechoslovakia (January 1, 1993) did not bring about 
any problems regarding Slovak citizenship for those who had been Czechoslovak nationals, though 
the situation was different in the Czech Republic (see Chapter 1.1).  However, the origin of the Slovak 
Republic was accompanied by numerous vocal suspicions about the capacity of the new country to 
maintain legal continuity from Czechoslovakia and to keep minority rights at a consistent level. In spite 
of the long-term stability of the legal status and financial provisions for minority rights, the suspicions 
about a ‘rather great elasticity of minority rights’ in Slovakia have not faded, since they represent an 
important political agenda for many stakeholders and political entrepreneurs. 

2.1 Legal Aspects

The Constitution of the Slovak Republic fully recognises the fundamental rights and freedoms for its 
citizens and stipulates the principle of equality for all: “All human beings are free and equal in dignity 
and in rights. Their fundamental rights and freedoms are sanctioned, inalienable and irreversible” (Art. 
12, 1). A prohibition against discrimination is laid down in the subsequent paragraph: 

36  Grants for promoting Roma culture or education can be applied for by various educational, research and cultural 
organisations. The quality of the project is the question here. Ethnic origin is not (and must not be, according to the current 
interpretation of Anti-discrimination Act) a deciding factor in the decision to provide a grant. 
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“Fundamental rights shall be guaranteed in the Slovak Republic to everyone 
regardless of sex, race, colour, language, belief and religion, political affiliation or 
other conviction, national or social origin, nationality or ethnic origin, property, 
descent or any other status. No one shall be aggrieved, discriminated against or 
favoured on any of these grounds.” (Art. 12, 2).

The Constitution also includes a special section on the rights of national minorities and ethnic 
groups.  It stipulates that “membership in any national minority or ethnic group may not be used to the 
detriment of any individual” (Art. 33). In addition:

 “citizens belonging to national minorities or ethnic groups...shall be guaranteed 
their universal development, particularly the rights to promote their culture 
together with other members of the minority or group, to disseminate and receive 
information in their mother tongues, to associate in national minority associations, 
to establish and maintain educational and cultural institutions.” (Art. 34, 1) 

Ethnic identity is based solely on self-identification. Ethnic groups that are numerically strong 
are recognised as ‘national minorities’ and are guaranteed: 

the right to be educated in their language1. 
the right to use their language in official communications2. 
the right to participate in decisions on matters affecting their national minority or ethnic 3. 
group (Art. 34, 2).

In part, recognition is a result of tradition or legacy, as in the case of the Hungarian minority.  
Also, it is based on numerical as well as political salience.37 The case of the Roma minority indicates, 
however, that numerical salience has not gone hand-in-hand with political salience. 

The actual application and implementation of minority rights is regulated by separate acts. 
And, as various constitutional provisions are a matter of interpretation, legislative provisions are the 
subjects of contested debates and political struggles.  That said, there has been significant stability in the 
minority rights provision during the entire period of independent Slovakia’s existence. However, it has 
also been affected by rhetorical demonstrations of power, inter-ethnic mistrust and internationalised 
discussions about the tendencies of the Slovak government to oppress ethnic minorities. 

2.1.1 Language Use

In 1996, Act No. 270/1995 Coll. on the State Language of the Slovak Republic came into effect. It began 
with a short, but telling Preamble: 

“The National Council of the Slovak Republic, following the fact that the Slovak 
language is the most important feature of the individuality of the Slovak nation, the 
most precious value of its cultural heritage and the expression of the sovereignty 
of the Slovak Republic and the universal means of communication for its citizens, 
which ensures their freedom and equality in dignity and rights on the territory of 
the Slovak Republic, has adopted the following law...”(.

37  For instance, education in Hungarian has continued in areas inhabited by the Hungarian minority independently of 
changing regimes since the foundation of Czechoslovakia (1918). The only exception was during the after-war period (1945-
1947), when the Hungarian minority was collectively (and deplorably) accused of being an enemy of the Czechoslovak state.  
In 1968, the Constitutional Act on position of national minorities in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (Act No. 144/1968) 
specified the rights of national minorities. This Act became the basis for the legal continuity in minority rights protection 
which still holds in independent Slovakia.  (Chovanec 2003, 664)   
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Clearly, the Act established the Slovak language as the state language (Art. 1, 1) and stipulated 
its preference over any other language used on the territory of the country (Art. 1, 2). State institutions 
and those of territorial self-administration must use the state language while performing their duties. 
Displaying adequate knowledge of the state language in speech and in writing is a condition for 
employment in these institutions. (Art. 3) All negotiations of public and legal bodies are conducted in 
Slovak; and laws, legal regulations and the entire official agenda (registers, minutes, resolutions, statistics, 
etc.) are issued in the state language. The same applied to the official names of communities and their 
parts, the denominations of streets and other public spaces. Learning the state language is obligatory at 
all primary and secondary schools (Art. 4). The use of community names in other languages, as well as 
instruction in other languages at schools and their use in judicial proceedings, should have been treated 
by a special law, which was non-existant at the time. This Act thus established the supremacy of the 
state language and did not deal with any other languages, including those of national minorities. The 
legislation even contained a provision stipulating the punishment (a fine) for non-compliance with its 
regulations.

It was only in 1999, after a sustained pressure from international organisations and domestic 
opposition, that the new government passed the Act on National Minorities Language Use.38 Again, 
the Preamble was telling, as it highlighted the protection and development of fundamental rights 
and freedoms for those citizens of the Slovak Republic who belong to a national minority and the 
recognition and appreciation of the importance of the mother tongues of these persons as an expression 
of the cultural wealth of the state. The shift was obvious not only in the rhetorical and ‘philosophical’ 
underpinnings of the Act but also in the legal provisions it granted. 

The new Act enabled the use of national minority languages together with the state language 
even in official communication (Art. 1). Administrative appeals, the names of public administration 
bodies, and the names of streets were also allowed in other languages. The sessions of local self-
government bodies could be held in a minority language, if the consent of all persons present was 
obtained. State employees were still obliged to use the state language in official communication, but 
under conditions specified in the new Act, they could also use a minority language (Art. 2-7). The 
punitive section of the Act on the State Language was cancelled. 

Importantly, all new provisions for the use of minority languages were restricted only to citizens 
who belong to a national minority and constitute, according to the last census, at least 20 percent of the 
inhabitants of a given municipality. The list of municipalities was determined by a separate government 
regulation. Neither did the Act apply to pre-school facilities, elementary and secondary schools, nor 
to judicial proceedings which were regulated by a special law. The Act maintained the de facto legal 
state that was in force before.  This solution was first of all economically justified. Secondly, granting 
additional language rights would have been very expensive for the state budget, which faced enormous 
expenditures during that period.39 The expectation of economic costs also hampered the development 
of an infrastructure for the practical acceptance of Roma language. 

Therefore, even if the adoption of the Act on National Minority Language Use meant a 
significant step forward in comparison to previous conditions, the new regulations were still limited in 
scope and application. Minority language legislation maintained the supremacy of the state language—
and hence, of the language of the ethnic/linguistic majority. The use of other languages did not cancel 
the supremacy of the Slovak language; the new legislation only alleviated the strictest and amended 
the remaining regulations of the previous Act. It is worth noting, however, that the adoption of the 

38   However, such a formulation can give the false impression that the language rights had not been secured before.  As we 
have already suggested, the Slovak Republic guaranteed a legal continuity with Czechoslovak legislation and a protection of 
all rights at the original level.   

39  Expanding these rights was hardly possible. Cuts were made everywhere, including in welfare provisions. In this period, 
an enormous fiscal operation, for the so called improvement of the health of the bank sector, had taken 12 percent of the 
Slovak Republic’s GDP. 
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law, even in this form, was one of the most strongly articulated claims on the part of the Hungarian 
Coalition party, then a member of the ruling coalition. The resulting Act can thus be plausibly seen as 
the maximum which could be achieved at that time.

2.1.2 Employment Services

Though the present government strongly supports the development of ethnic self-awareness for the Roma 
minority, including the standardization of Roma language, there is an unwillingness to recognise the 
Roma minority’s disadvantaged position in the labour market. Here, the reluctance of Slovak government 
seems to reflect a broader animosity in Slovak society against adopting any form of affirmative action. 
Each attempt to enforce any form of ‘positive discrimination’ meets with loud protest.40 Thus, the Roma 
minority is not considered a disadvantaged group in Slovak legislation.

 This can be seen in the Act on Employment Services. The National Action Plan for 
Employment claims that: 

“disadvantaged groups of jobseekers are defined in the Act on Employment 
Services (AoES) in accordance with Commission Regulation (EC) No. 2204/2002 of 
12 December 2002 on the application of Articles 87 and 88 about the state aid of 
the EC Treaty to State aid for employment,” 

However, reality is different. The definition of ‘disadvantaged groups by the European 
Commission (EC) includes: persons under 25 with no previous experience of regular paid employment 
migrant workers, members of ethnic minorities, and long-term unemployed persons. However, the EC 
definition is dissimiliar from Slovakia’s Act on Employment Services. In the Act, some groups are missing, 
like ethnic minorities, including Roma people. Others are defined in different way, like youth/persons 
under 25. The Act refers to:

 “a citizen below 25 years of age, who has completed his/her systematic vocational 
preparation in full-time study courses less than two years ago and has failed to 
acquire his/her first regularly paid employment.”

This definition changes considerably the recommended (EC) definition, because two of three 
conditions (age below 25 and within two years of completing full-time education) have an originally 
complementary character, which means that one is not conditioned by the other. Therefore, the Slovak 
version reduces the size of this group, since it applies only to graduates. Most young Roma, who finish 
their full-time education at the age of 15 or 16, after completing primary or special education, do not 
belong to this group once they have turned 18. Therefore, the only disadvantaged group to which young 
Roma can belong is that of long-term unemployed people—and not by virtue of their being an ethnic 
minority or having a lower education level.  

In 2008, an amendment to the Act on Employment Services was passed, which broadens the list 
of disadvantaged groups.  Many NGOs proposed the inclusion of a category for ethnic minorities as well. 
Although ethnic minorities were not included in the proposition, the bill initially included a category for 
people disadvantaged by an insufficient knowledge of the Slovak language. However, the final version of 
the bill does not include this category.41 As previously stated, Slovak authorities are often afraid to adopt 

40  For example, in 2002, the Faculty of Medicine at Comenius University in Bratislava initiated a measure, which would 
allow the three best students of Roma origin to study medicine there, if they passed the entrance exam with a result of at 
least 50 percent. After huge protests and a discussion in the media criticizing this measure, the Faculty decided to cancel it. 

41  The category for those disadvantaged by language was deleted, following the suggestion by the Ministry of Education 
(with very poor argumentation) that “there is no reason to claim that anybody who needs further language training to enter 
the labour market is a disadvantaged jobseeker.” http://www.rokovania.sk/appl/material.nsf/0/B3D904E18B9D98C6C12573B
E004CF21E/$FILE/Zdroj.html accessed July 22, 2009).



23

any positive measure or action that would prevent or compensate for disadvantages linked to racial or 
ethnic origin, this in spite of the fact that such positive actions are highly recommended by Council 
Directive 2000/43/EC on Equal Treatment, as stated in Article 5.42 

This was implemented into Slovak legislation in 2004, with the adoption of the Act No. 
365/2004 on Equal Treatment in Certain Areas and Protection against Discrimination, amending and 
supplementing certain other laws (Anti-discrimination Act). The Act defines direct as well as indirect 
discrimination43 and the principle of equal treatment was implemented into other Acts, such as the 
Labour Code. 

One of the obligations stemming from the implementation of the Directive on equal treatment 
is to establish an institution that would prevent discrimination on an ethnic or racial basis. In Slovakia, 
this institution is the Slovak National Centre for Human Rights (SNCHR). In their last annual report, 
the Centre monitored several cases of unequal treatment against people of Roma ethnic origin, chiefly 
in areas of labour relations (hiring and firing) and in how goods or services are provided. The report 
mentions one successful out-of-court reconciliation (with financial compensation for the person 
discriminated against) and three unfinished trials on workplace racial discrimination in 2007  (SNCHR 
2008). However, besides out-of-court reconciliation, no precedence has yet been made for winning a 
case involving ethnic or racial factors. 

Further details on other legal aspects of inter-ethnic relations are discussed in the following 
chapters.

2.2 Institutional and Political Aspects

The democratic system of governance, including the system of political representation, as well as the 
regulation of the political party system, allows for the emergence and operation of ethnic-based political 
parties. The largest, Hungarian minority benefits from this, and a politically relevant Hungarian minority 
party articulates and pursues various issues and claims considered necessary for the further advancement 
of this minority. Since the establishment of the Slovak Republic, Hungarian political representation has 
always passed the five percent electoral threshold, and its representatives have thus always gained seats 
in Parliament. Moreover, the Hungarian Coalition Party was a member of the ruling coalition for two 
consecutive terms (1998-2002 and 2002-2006) and was therefore directly involved in executive power 
and had an impact on policymaking and legislative process. 

During their participation in the government, Hungarian political representatives44 had a say 
in all issues linked to the status of the Hungarian minority: minority schooling, investments in regional 
infrastructure, cultural support, and the specific legal provisions which, by their very nature, cut across 
all functions of society and affect the overall conditions of all kinds of minorities (equal treatment and 
anti-discrimination legislation).  

The situation of Roma political representation is radically different. Fragmented, marked by 
personal animosities, lacking in popular support and hence political legitimacy for its articulated claims, 
it is far from being a powerful actor in the socio-political arena.

The fragmentation of Roma political representation may be demonstrated by the fact that in 

42 According to the Act: “With a view to ensuring full equality in practice, the principle of equal treatment shall not prevent 
any Member State from maintaining or adopting specific measures to prevent or compensate for disadvantages linked to 
racial or ethnic origin.” 

43  Indirect discrimination is defined as: “an apparently neutral instruction, provision, decision or practice that would put a 
person at a disadvantage compared with other persons, unless such instruction, provision, decision or practice is objectively 
justified by a legitimate aim and the means of achieving that aim are appropriate and necessary”. 

44   Though one of the founding member of Hungarian Coalition Party, Egyutelés (Living Together) had claimed to represent 
all minorities living in Slovakia, their Roma members (let us believe that they had existed) had never succeeded been to be 
elected MPs).  
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1990-2002, 20 Roma political parties were registered with the Ministry of Interior. Roma Civic Initiative 
was one of the earliest and most active. In the first general elections after the fall of communism in 
1990, their representatives were candidates on the list of winning parties (Civic Forum in the Czech 
Republic and Public against Violence in Slovakia). Paradoxically, it was the first, and so far the last, time 
that the Roma community had representatives in the Czech or Slovak national parliaments (Šebesta 
2002, 297). During the 1990s, internal struggles disintegrated and weakened Roma Civic Initiative 
and other Roma parties never managed to attain the role of the leading political representation of 
the Roma minority.  Thus Roma voters always preferred bigger and stronger parties in the elections. 
As for local government however, in the communal elections in 1998, 56 Roma candidates became 
members of communal government and six Roma became mayors (Vašecka 1999, 404). Candidates who 
declared themselves Roma (and represented Roma organisations) gained 10 mayoral seats in the 2002 
communal elections and 17 mayor seats in the 2006 elections (RPA 2006). All of these mayoral seats are 
in municipalities with predominantly Roma population.  In spite of gradual progress, this is still a tiny 
share of the 2928 mayor seats in Slovakia. 

Roma interests are supported more by non-government organisations than by political parties. 
According to the data from the Open Society Foundation (OSF), there are 264 NGOs, which fully or 
partially deal with the Roma issue in their programmes. The first NGOs run by Roma, founded in the early 
1990s, focused mostly on cultural events or publishing newspapers, journal and books. These activities 
were financed by grants from the Ministry of Culture. The number of Roma NGOs increased rapidly at 
the end of the 1990s. For example, between 1999 and 2000, 79 new Roma organisations were founded 
and their activities began to touch other spheres, such as education, health care, social work, the labour 
market, and activities such as consultation and advocacy. A growing number of organisations may also 
be added to this list, since they opened access to new financial resources, including EU Funds (i.e. PHARE) 
once negotiations between the Slovak government and EU representatives on Slovak accession to the 
EU were initiated. ‘Roma projects’ became a very popular and favourable commodity and establishing 
an NGO provided many Roma representatives with one of the few available opportunities to escape 
unemployment (Repová and Harakaň 2002, 315). 

The Office of Governmental Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities (OGPRC) and the Social 
Development Fund (SDF) are two governmental institutions that fund Roma projects.  The OGPCR has 
a longer history and a wider mission. It was founded in September 1995, and originally did not include 
‘Roma’ in its name. The Plenipotentiary was approved by the Government and put in charge of “dealing 
with problems of citizens who need special assistance.” Its mission was to support inter-departmental 
coordination to prepare proposals, regulations, and financial spending concerning citizens who needed 
special assistance. Yet, this mission was not backed by sufficient funds. 

The first Plenipotentiary Branislav Baláž guided work on a proposal of tasks and measures of 
dealing with problems of citizens who need special assistance in 1996. It is not known whether Roma 
organisations took part in the preparation of this document. However, based upon conclusions reached 
by a special session of the Council of the Government for minorities, which had taken place in response 
to attacks by skinheads on Roma in August 1995, the document does include recommendations for 
mayors to promote the participation of Roma representatives in the work of municipal commissions as 
well as in local police forces (Šebesta 2003, 48).

 In 1999, the OGPCR was abolished and re-established with its present name. The development 
of this office was supported by a grant from the World Bank and its main mission was the preparation 
of the Strategy of the Government for solving the Problems of the Roma ethnic minority. The office 
expanded to include four regional offices. In addition to preparing strategic materials and fulfilling an 
inter-departmental coordination role, the Plenipotentiary administers educational funds which provide 
scholarships for Roma students and funding schemes for Roma grass-root initiatives.  

The Social Development Fund (SDF) was established in 2004. The uniqueness of the SDF lies 
in its aim to involve regions and localities in dealing with poverty and social inclusion issues, including 
active participation in the assessment process of SDF project applications. The SDF has been involved 
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in two major programmes, with the objectives:  1) to increase the employability of groups affected by 
social exclusion through local social inclusion partnerships (LSIP); and 2) to support the development of 
community social work (CSW) in municipalities.

The main aim of the first programme is to establish partnerships between the public, private, 
and third sector in order to deal with the issue of the social exclusion of socially marginalized groups. 
These inclusion partnerships have implemented local micro projects that had to be prepared with 
participation of groups they had been designed for. Their activities are aimed at increasing employability 
and the improvement of social inclusion at the local/regional level, the support of community-based 
action and the development of the social economy (MLSAF 2004b).

The second programme managed by the SDF, on community social work, created more than 
600 positions for social workers working in Roma communities. For Roma clients in 176 municipalities 
in Slovakia, community social workers and their assistants provide: daily consultations, advice, the 
mediation of information or of contacts to various institutions, company while visiting official bodies, 
proceedings held in clients’ interests, and other professional interventions as necessary. In addition, 
community workers cooperate with municipal representatives (mayors and town clerks) and local 
organisations. Those who receive services provided by social workers—settlements, cities, and other 
entities—are contractually committed to participation in both a financial and material sense. They 
are obliged to provide space for administrative activities relating to communal social work, including 
material and technological furnishings (access to a PC, phone, copier, etc.). 

The SDF originally aimed to move social inclusion policy from the state to the regions, improving 
social inclusion at the regional and local level through LSIP and CSW programmes.  The SDF was designed 
to meet the needs of the excluded at the local level by distributing money through a demand-driven 
social fund mechanism (MLSAF 2004a, 29-30).45 However, many aspects which would reinforce the local 
and regional character of SDF programmes have gradually been abandoned, such as the participation in 
the project selection process, and micro-project cycles which require the participation of target groups. 

3. Issues of Ethnicity in the Context of the Welfare State

Chapter 1 discussed how the fall of the Communist regime in (Czecho-)Slovakia brought about not 
only a dramatic economic recession and massive Roma unemployment, but also significant changes in 
social protection provisions. In this chapter, we outline developments in social protection with the aim 
to suggest that inadequate social protection has caused double harm to Roma. On the one hand, as 
social protection of the unemployed was limited to cash benefits for a long time (there were no advice 
or consultation services, no social or educational programmes for maintaining the social participation 
of jobless people), it promoted the continuous dependence of Roma on welfare. Long-term support from 
welfare has, of course, contributed to a negative perception of Roma by the general population, who 
advocate work ethics and the principle of ‘no pain, no gain’.  As we will show here and in the following 
chapter, the governments of Mikuláš Dzurinda often utilised this negative stereotype of ‘lazy Roma’ 

45  The statute of the SDF was based on the understanding that: (i) the multidimensional character of poverty and social 
exclusion are best tackled through cross-sectoral interventions; (ii) SDFs are very effective vehicles for facilitating community 
participation, empowering poor and marginalized communities, promoting social cohesion and partnership at the community 
and local level, as based on experience from other World Bank-financed social funds, particularly the ECA; and (iii) SDFs have 
proven to be good at targeting resources towards pockets of poverty and could be the best mechanisms to channel European 
Structural Fund resources to poor and marginalized communities, and prepare these communities for further independent 
use of available EU resources by building the capacities, knowledge and experience needed for competitive participation in 
EU funded programs. See: http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2003/09/15/00010
4615_20030916143412/Rendered/PDF/Slovakia0PID.pdf   (accessed July 22, 2009).
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to justify welfare restrictions.  On the other hand, inadequate social protection (a lack of resources 
and access to services) has brought about an overall deterioration in the Roma’s capacity to live in 
compliance with standard ‘civic’ expectations, such as sending children to school, paying rent, and 
keeping their environment tidy. 

The development of the welfare state since the end of the Communist regime has been 
characterized by an emphasis on citizenship. The development of a Roma political and cultural identity 
and their political and cultural participation was perceived to be the issue of the day. Programmes 
promoting Roma housing, education and living conditions were deemed offensive and humiliating for 
Roma (Banová 1992)

 In April 1991, the Government of the SR adopted a framework document on governmental 
policy towards Roma. It focuses on three principal areas: 1) ethnic, 2) social, cultural and educational and 
3) economic. The intention to abandon the special system of social care for the Roma was emphasised.  
There are suggestions that this initiative was taken by a Roma expert that had been co-opted by the 
Committee on the issues of citizens of Roma origin.  (Kotvanová, Szép, and Šebesta 2003) The means 
of this co-optation are not known. However, like many of the careerists in revolutionary days who 
cared little for whom they stepped on in their climb to the top, he or she could also have been self-
appointed. 

Not long afterward, the Committee on the issues of the Citizens of Roma origin was abolished 
by the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, and Family (MLSAF).  Subsequently, the district commissions 
were cancelled as was the network of social workers around them. A lack of advocacy and thus a 
perceived insufficient legitimacy definitely helped to bring about the cancellation of this “important 
tool for Roma integration” (Vanura ibid., 119).46 It is important to stress that the abolition of special 
social programmes for Roma was welcomed by scholars engaged in Roma research (such as Bacová 
and, in the beginning, Jurová) as a sort of Roma emancipation from state paternalism and as a possible 
means to improve the majority’s negative perceptions of Roma, since, according to these authors, the 
majority population had considered the special programmes for Roma administered by the Communist 
regime an injustice and an undeserved advantage (Jurová 1992; Bacová 1992).

In the name of human rights, various restricted allowances had become unconditional. For 
instance, the family allowance was formerly contingent upon the children’s regular school attendance 
and the maternal leave benefit was not given without proof of attendance at medical examinations 
during pregnancy.  These conditions were cancelled since it was claimed that they contradicted human 
rights. 

3.1 Welfare Rights and Social Justice

Social and economic reformers optimistically assumed that the ‘social safety net’ would function as 
a temporary institution with the aims to “alleviate employees’ transition from one production sector 
to another” and “protect those who could not work (seniors and ill or handicapped persons) against 
poverty” (Gerbery and Kvapilová 2005, 12).  However, to the disappointment of reformers as well as the 
general public, coping with ‘temporary unemployment’ has turned out to be much more difficult than 
was expected. In 1992, unemployment reached 11 percent and since that period it has always been in 
the double digits. Almost 15 years of high unemployment have also contributed to the burden effect. 
The burden effect is the name for an observation by Arts, Halman and Van Oorshot (2003) who found 
that solidarity with a social group decreases with the increasing size of the group in need and with the 
length of time during which this solidarity is necessary.  

46   Vanura’s  appreciation of the network of field workers established in the 1970s (Vanura 2008) is in contrast to earlier 
publications (Kotvanová,  Szép, and Šebesta 2003) that pursue almost exclusively the negative aspects of Roma public policy 
under the communist regime. Similarly, Baová indignantly pointed out that to care for the Roma  a “large apparatus was 
employed that, in Slovakia, consisted of about one thousand workers whose only task was to engage in practical field work 
among the Roma” (Bacová 1992, 234).   
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3.1.1 Minimum Subsistence – Changing Conditions

The main institution in charge of reforming the Czechoslovak welfare system was the minimum 
subsistence institution. The amount set by Act No. 463/1991 on Minimum Subsistence served as an 
eligibility threshold for social assistance and the line below which amounts for old-age pensions, 
unemployment benefits, parental benefits, birth allowance and social assistance benefits could not fall. 
The Act on Minimum Subsistence continued to provide a reference point for social policy in the Slovak 
Republic during the 1990s.  In spite of the cancellation of all inclusion programmes that had been 
launched under the Communist regime, thanks to this universal principle, jobless families were at least 
protected from monetary poverty during this period. 

In the second part of the 1990s, there were attempts to update the amount of minimum 
subsistence (MS) and research on the MS was revived. Based on this research, the MS was constructed 
as the socially accepted “threshold of net income that should temporarily secure the basic needs of a 
household unit on a very modest level” (emphasis added). In spite of continuing high unemployment 
at that time, it was presumed that “people will live on the minimum subsistence income only for a 
short period and that they have a real opportunity to improve their situation through their own effort” 
(Filipová and Valná 1999, 24 ).47 

The chief characteristic of minimum subsistence income—its function as a reference point 
for the welfare and social security system—had been preserved.  Like the previous period, the new Act 
125/1998 on minimum subsistence guaranteed state assistance in securing the subsistence minimum in 
cases where a situation validated by the state persisted. These cases included guaranteeing a minimum 
pension at 1.1 times the amount of the MS, a maternal leave contribution as well as a guaranteed level 
of social assistance during long term unemployment.  

Paradoxically, the first demolition of this pivotal institution of the social safety net in Slovakia 
went hand in hand with the new MS Act as it was passed en block with the 1998 Act on social/
welfare assistance. This Act introduced the first substantial overhaul of the social assistance provision. 
This was accomplished by discriminating between subjective and objective reasons of material need. 
On this basis,48 it fixed different amounts of social benefit: those who were found in need “due to 
subjective reasons” received only 50 percent of the amount of minimum subsistence. Those ranked as 
being in material need ‘due to objective reasons’ received the full amount—equal to the set minimum 
subsistence.49 As has already been suggested, the list of ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ reasons were set 
and fixed by the Act. By means of this list, officials of labour offices determined if one was entitled to 
benefits. The fact that “unemployment longer than 24 months” was placed among the subjective causes 
of poverty was devastating for the situation of the long-term unemployed. 

For a short period, the long-term unemployed could prove that they were jobless due to 
‘objective reasons’ (by proving that they have been actively looking for a job) and obtain full benefit. 
However, the 1999 amendment to the social assistance act eliminated this opportunity. Subjective 
causes of long-term unemployment and half benefits for long-term unemployed were set flat since. 
Though this regulation had crucial consequences for jobless families since half MS benefits made even 
bare physical existence difficult, it did not attract scholarly or public interest. 

47  Temporality was here emphasised in a double sense. Obviously, there was the moral expectation that people will not utilize 
the generosity of others too long. It was also emphasized in that the minimum subsistence did not suffice to cover  needs 
such as small repairs or the replacement of broken electrical appliances. If a household lives longer under the subsistence 
minimum, it faces the risk of wearing out its resources (Filipová andValná 1999: 24).

48  The Act provided clear regulations to distinguish between these types by providing a list of the subjective and objective 
reasons for material need.

49  The Act also dealt with the problem of the working poor. It provided social assistance of up to 120  percent of the 
subsistence minimum for those who worked and were in material need,. This provision was, however, repealed in January 
2001.
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At that time, scholarly interest was sufficiently absorbed by a Roma ‘exodus’ from Slovakia: 
in the autumn of 1998, about 1,200 Roma from Slovakia applied for political asylum in the United 
Kingdom and 500 in Belgium.  The bad socio-economic situation was considered to be a significant 
cause of emigration but the changes in social legislation were not studied in detail (see Vašecka and 
Vašecka 2001).  There were various analyses of the discourse on migration in the mass media and public 
opinion studies of that period that suggest that public opinion of Roma worsened in response to the visa 
obligations that were set by the UK and Finland for Slovak citizens, as well as to numerous critiques of 
Slovakia from abroad, which strengthened the impression that our accession to the EU was threatened. 
(Kotvanová and Szép 2001)

The long-term unemployed and poor had already been sufficiently blamed and victimised 
previous to this new measure. The low educational aspirations of working class were considered the 
root of their present problem (Kusá 1997, among many). There was a frequent notion that unemployed 
manual workers, Roma among them, were now paying dearly for their low education aspirations and their 
satisfaction with the high salaries provided under the former regime. Therefore this provision embodied 
rather than changed the perspective on unemployment in the country. Without doubt, the imputation 
of subjective responsibility for long-term unemployment became fertile soil for the next overhaul of the 
welfare system, especially for programmes aimed at increasing responsibility and motivation.

A long-term dependence on benefits was embarrassing because of budgetary considerations. 
Slovak governments were repeatedly criticised by international monetary institutions for budget deficits 
and insufficient cuts in public expenditures. Domestic critics also pointed at the purportedly ‘changed 
nature and purpose’ of social benefits: “instead of being a temporary assistance, they have become a 
permanent income for a large portion of dependent inhabitants” (Reforma 2003). At the beginning of 
the twnety-first century, the idea that generous social protection was hindrance to employment growth 
was given widespread credence in Slovakia. Authors with diverse political backgrounds subscribed to 
this theory of dependency culture and contributed to the idea that cutting benefits would make seeking 
a job more attractive.50 It was also suggested that putting no upper limit on benefits made it possible for 
“large families to enjoy a higher level of income than they would receive from employment” (Petrášová 
and Svorenová 2004, 53).

This argument was very popular in a country with low average wages (less than SKK 14,000 
or EUR 421) and high unemployment which further decreased the negotiating power of trade unions. 
In 2003, restrictive measures envisaged by the 2002 Programme of the Government (with intents 
to‘downsize redistribution’ and ‘decrease of financial demands for taxpayers’) came into effect. Benefits 
were cut for both categories of the needy and a benefit ceiling of SKK 10,500 (EUR 309) was set for 
households irrespective of the number of children. It is worth mentioning that the MLSAF attempted to 
legitimise this amendment through a public opinion survey probing agreement with the opinion that 
social benefits should not exceed the above sum (EUR 309) per household. The agreement rate was high, 
above 75 percent (Zrkadlo 2002). Moreover, neither political opposition nor NGOs voiced objections 
about the negative consequences the benefit ceiling would have for the living conditions of large jobless 
households. 

The belief that it was necessary to make targeting more efficient and to protect the social 
assistance system against purported parasitism and misuse justified further restrictions. In 2004, several 
important reforms took place in Slovakia: the introduction of the flat 19 percent tax and 19 percent 
value-added tax (VAT), a deregulation of energy prices, reform in labour market policy (measures in 
support of employment and employability with an  emphasis on self-initiative and self-employment), 

50  These criticisms begin to sound redundant as various reductions of social protection continued. In 2000, the Act on 
Minimum Subsistence was amended again in a way that separated social assistance benefits from the minimum subsistence. 
As a consequence, since that time, the annual increase of the MS ceased to lead to an automatic increase in social benefits. 
The last hit to the MS was the disconnection of the old age pension and MS by the reform pension act (valid since 2004) 
which ended the guarantee that the minimum pension would not fall below the MS.  The consequences of this change for 
inequalities in old age will be apparent in a couple of decades. 
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and the reform (the cut) of social assistance schemes.51 These and other changes have been implemented 
under the conditions of a 20 percent unemployment rate (compared to 8.8% across the EU) and the 
highest (21 percent) at-risk-of-poverty rate in the EU-25 (12 percent). The income quintile ratio was 
5.4 for Slovakia in 2002 and 4.4 for EU-10 (MLSAF 2004b) More taxation of consumption instead of 
income was presented as equitable, but an increased VAT on groceries and housing services hit those 
who were out of work the hardest. The slogan ‘make work pay’ was implemented in Slovakia through 
cuts in social assistance. 

The Act on Assistance in Material Need contained various restrictions, such as the ineligibility 
of those jobless who were under 25 years of age and lived in their parents’ households to receive 
benefits. Because of these restrictions, the total number social assistance benefits takers dropped from 
some 532,000 to 371,000 individuals within one year of the Acts’ taking effect, while job creation 
stagnated.   

 3.2 Large Families as a Target of Reform: Welfare Provisions and Inequalities

The Programme Statement of the second Dzurinda government (2002-2006) suggested cuts in social 
benefits that would target ‘large families’. Cuts in social assistance (2003) and a reform of the child 
allowance (2003) affected them the most. Before the reform, poor families received a higher child 
allowance and the older the child was, the higher the amount. Now the child allowance no longer 
depended on the age of the child or the household financial situation.52  The Reformed Act on Social 
Assistance further limited the relation between the number of children in a household and the amount 
of social assistance. “The Act does not consider the individual existence of child since for the sake of 
benefit calculation it recognises only three subgroups: ‘no children’, ‘from one to four children’ and 
‘more than four children’.  Such a provision limited opportunities to benefit financially from the number 
of children in a family (of which Roma were often suspected).

The amount of child allowance (SKK 540/18.4 EUR monthly) has not been changed for three 
years. In spite of the fact these payments are the same for all, conditions for receiving them have become 
even more strict: if a child does not attend school regularly, the child allowance can be suspended.  Rather 
than sending it to parents, it is sent to the account of a ‘special receiver’ (usually the municipality), who 
then uses the money for the benefit of the child. In 2003, the child allowance for an average of 1,858 
children went to municipality accounts each month. In 2007, the number of children whose allowances 
were sent to a special receiver increased to 8,115 children.  The overall number of cases where a decision 
was made to cut off a child allowances was 52,759 in 2007 (MLSAF 2008). This constituted 4.2 percent 
of all children entitled to the child allowance. 

Solidarity with families with children has been enhanced by setting up the contribution for 
the birth of the first child (SKK 11,000, or EUR 333.3), which supplements the universal child birth 

51  The majority of benefits have had variously conditions attached to them. The basic benefit (on the level less than one 
third of the MS) could be increased by participation in small public jobs called activation works. They were introduced as 
a tool for increasing employability (the development of working habits) and a gate to the real labour market. However, 
activation works have not proved able to fulfil this function: of the approximately hundred thousand people working at 
activation works only a small number got work (mainly as organisers of activation works).  

52  In February 2004, discontent with governmental measures burst out among the Roma. Apart from the organised protest 
meetings more or less spontaneous lootings happened in food shops. The official governmental reaction was that these had 
nothing to do with the elimination of benefits and the insufficient income of those depending on them, but rather with the 
criminal activities of moneylenders operating in the Roma settlements. To protect private property, the government sent 
military troops into the areas of unrest. Around 1,600 policemen and 650 soldiers moved to Eastern Slovakia. In late February 
in ňaklov (Eastern Slovakia) special troops (so called black hoods) struck in order to defeat the looting of food shops. Eighteen 
persons were kept and accused of robbery. Later, in some instances, the Roma themselves denounced looting as the proper 
way to solve the situation and assisted the police in protecting the food stores. Towards the end of February the government 
adopted 11 measures (such as a slight increase in activation benefits, welfare programs in schools such as meals, school 
supplies for children in need, etc.), which were meant to improve the situation of all who were dependent on benefits. 
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contribution.53 Eligibility for the ‘first child’ contribution is preconditioned by the age of mother. A 
mother who is younger than 18 years of age and whose parental rights have not been acknowledged 
by the court is not eligible for this allowance.  The court will not grant parental rights to a mother that 
has not reached 16 years of age. This arrangement was to prevent early births among jobless females 
who had dropped out of–school—as the Parliamentary debates openly suggest. The allowance is also 
not intended for a mother who gave birth to her child outside Slovakia or for a mother who has not 
been insured for 12 months.  The duty to pay health insurance individually falls on the self-employed 
or unemployed that are not officially registered at a labour office. They are then called the ‘voluntarily 
unemployed’.      

In 2004, a separate housing benefit was transformed into a specially preconditioned allowance 
designated just for those living on benefits. With the recent exception of old-age-pensioners (2006), 
it was designed solely for those individuals and households whose income was recognised to be below 
the minimum subsistence threshold. However, low income is not the only precondition of eligibility for 
the housing allowance. Applicants have to show proof of at least six months of regular rent payments 
and to document their status as an flat/home owner or tenant. This condition on the housing allowance 
disallows housing support for temporary migrating household members. As a result of these and other 
limitations, only about one third of all households on social assistance met the strict eligibility criteria 
for housing benefits in 2004. As basic social assistance only suffices for food, the logical consequence 
has been an increase of rent indebtedness. Reports of evictions and the cutting off of electricity, water 
and heating supplies have been more frequent (OGPRC 2005). The UNDP Survey previously cited in 
this paper shows that while 59.1 percent of the Roma households in the sample received basic social 
assistance and 65.8 percent of them received the activation benefit,54 only 15.8 percent of them took 
housing benefits. This means that the percentage of Roma households on social assistance who receive 
the housing benefit is far lower than the percentage (33 percent) of all households on social assistance 
who receive the benefit. 

The 2007 data seem to be more favourable. In 2007, the share of those in material need who 
received housing benefits already reached 58.3 percent.  This is mainly the result of a legislative change 
that has facilitated the entitlement of old-age pensioners with low pensions for the housing benefit. 
However, households with children have continued to be underrepresented among housing benefit 
recipients. (MLSAF 2008, 67) It is necessary to repeat that without the housing benefit, jobless households 
could not avoid debts on rent payments. The basic material needs benefit, even when supplemented by 
the activation benefit, would only suffice to cover rent payments if the household stopped eating. The 
benefit thus has an inbuilt insolvency, so to say.  In other words, the basic benefit without the housing 
benefit cannot provide for the fundamental living requirements of those in need. 

3.3 Targeted Programmes

We have shown that after the fall of communism, special social programmes, including field social work 
in Roma settlements, were refused as not dignified for Roma. During the EU accession process, trans-
national organisations repeatedly alerted the Slovak government to the growing poverty of Roma and 
the increasingly apparent ‘ethnicisation’ of poverty in Slovakia. The ethnicisation of poverty, in fact, 
refers to two different phenomena: 

53  Payment on the occasion of birth of a child or children is now SKK 4,460 (EUR 135) for one child and it increases (but 
does not multiply) if more children are born at once.  

54  We have already mentioned that activation benefits are contingent upon taking part in small work projects (ten hours 
per week) organised by municipalities and NGOs. The amount does not vary: SKK 1,900 that is EUR 57.6. There has been great 
interest in activation works, as taking part in them is actually a matter of survival.  However, small municipalities were often 
unable to create a sufficient number of jobs. Therefore, people had to rotate. (more in Kusá 2006b)    
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the simple fact that there exists a disproportionate ratio of poor in one ethnic group as 1. 
compared to some other group; and
the contestable assertion that poverty has different ‘qualities’ for certain2.  ethnic groups 
which reflect their position in society. 

The two meanings are different but the two phenomena can co-exist: Roma may be 
disproportionately poor and, at the same time, their poverty may distinguish them from the rest of 
the poor. If this is possible, it is necessary to assess the special features of this poverty and propose 
differentiated policies for the alleviation of poverty for different groups (Dráň 2006, 21). Critical 
assessments and proffered resources for social inclusion programmes also contributed towards a renewed 
work on proposals, plans and strategies for the development of disadvantaged Roma communities.

The boom of mapping and strategic documents has coincided with the Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC) in fighting against poverty and social exclusion. In Slovakia, Roma were identified 
in various monitoring reports as the ‘most vulnerable’. 

According to many experts, the crucial strategic document has been the Comprehensive 
Development Programme for Roma Settlements (approved by the government in 2003). It has made 
segregated communities the target of pilot social inclusion policy programmes.55 There have also been 
various other policy proposals prepared such as: a proposal for the support of the construction of low-
income municipal rental flats designed for citizens in material need and the construction of technical 
infrastructures in Roma settlements (2001); and the long-term programme of housing for marginalized 
groups of citizens and a model for its financing (2005). These have been approved by the government. 
However, their financial backing has been absolutely insufficient and progress and monitoring has been 
sluggish. For instance, the central idea of the Comprehensive Development Programme is to combine 
several resources and activities in order to get a synergic effect. To aid in its implementation, MLSAF 
supported the establishment of centres of personal hygiene and laundry in two towns and eight villages 
in 2004. Monitoring conducted by MLSAF two years later suggested that because of insufficient support, 
three out of the ten newly built hygienic centres ended their work. 

The construction of low-income communal flats (with the size less than 40m2 each) for 
citizens in material need (2001) is the next programme intended to promote Roma integration. Since 
its approval, the Ministry of Construction and Regional Development (MCRD) has invested about SKK 
200 million (EUR 6 million,) annually in the construction of low-income flats. The state’s non-returnable 
contribution covers 80 percent of the building costs. However, most flats have been constructed in 
segregated areas or segregated settlements. The living conditions of some Roma have been improved, 
but their segregated position has remained unchanged.56 The next problem is that rent payments are 
often too high for households on social assistance.  Thus, rent indebtedness has also emerged in social 
housing (Hojsík 2008).     

Community social work (CSW), discussed previously in this report (section 2.2), is another 
programme which targets primarily, but not exclusively, segregated Roma communities. Again, it aim is 
“to eradicate the causes of their social deprivation through the permanent work of a community social 
worker and an assistant to the community social worker.” Though the hopes riding on this social work 
are far too high, the programme does have a significant impact as an employment programme. From 
2005 to 2007, the community field social work programme employed 245 community social workers and 
411 assistants of community social workers.  The 176 settlements in which community social workers 
were active during this period represent less than one-third of all settlements containing the larger 

55   These programs have more or less deviated from the principle of comprehensive development, which requires the 
simultaneous implementation of various measures (from housing and infrastructure to social field workers and teacher’s 
assistants) to attain a synergetic effect and sustainability.  

56  Mušinka argues that several programmes that target Roma in order to promote their social inclusion have the ironic side 
effect of supporting segregation and isolating Roma from the majority. In particular, he examines Roma community centres, 
teacher’s assistants and the low-income housing programme  (2006, 253-26). 
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Roma community affected by segregation.57 The project was funded from the state budget and since 
2008, EU funds have been utilised.  Towns and villages that have at least 100 inhabitants who may be 
classified as belonging to a vulnerable group can apply for the resources to set up community social 
worker positions.

Health programmes have developed to deal with troubling indicators. Deterioration in the 
quality of parents’ care for their children’s health, insufficient hygiene (a shortage of hot water), a 
lack of finances to pay for prescribed medicine and travel costs to clinics and hospitals seem to have 
contributed to a decreasing vaccination of children in recent years. Analyses show that poor families did 
not “manage the transfer of responsibility from health care institutions to parents… and are unable — 
socially and economically — to secure appropriate health care for their children” (OGPRC 2006,  77).   

In November 2004, 40 health assistants began their training, which was part of a pilot project 
approved in 2003 to improve the access of Roma to health care.  In 2007 and 2008, 30 health assistants 
worked continuously in 127 separated and segregated Roma communities. They were affiliated with 
district offices of public health.  Besides their education and assistance work, they also monitored the 
health and living conditions of Roma (MHSR 2008). 

According to the Slovakia Report on human rights practices in 2005, unlike in previous years, there 
were no reports on the forced sterilisation of Roma women (SNCHR 2006). In the same year, an amendment 
to the act on patient rights went into effect, which requires that sterilizations can only be performed at the 
request of the patient and only 30 days after the initial request. The law was prompted by the NGO charges 
in previous years that doctors had performed coerced or forced sterilizations on Roma women. 

Access to legal services has also been a focus of specific programmes. An improvement in the 
access of people in need to legal services has been made due to the establishment of the Centre for 
Legal Aid. The Centre offers free legal aid to people with low incomes (less than 1.4 times the minimum 
subsistence) in three regional centres.  The Centre was established by the Act on the provision of legal 
aid for people in material need and it is a state budgetary organisation connected to the budget of 
the Ministry of Justice of the Slovak Republic. With the aim of securing effective access to justice for 
persons whose financial situation does not allow them to pay for legal services, the Centre covers the 
provision of legal aid, paying for a preliminary consultation. The fee of SKK 150 (EUR 4.5) would seem to 
be low. However, this sum is equal to the dailyinvomce (1/30 of the monthly income) of a two-member 
household living on social assistance and activation work. Besides this, consultations are not provided 
in Roma language and the limited number of offices located in regional seats makes legal services 
inaccessible to Roma from the segregated settlements.58  

3.4 Welfare Functions of Schools

Support for pupils from low-income families (attending kindergartens, elementary schools and special 
elementary schools for children with health and learning disabilities) through meals and subsidies for 
school supplies have been provided since May 2004 on the basis of a decree from the Ministry of Labour, 
Social Affairs, and Family (MLSAF). A motivation scholarship programme for elementary schools and special 
elementary schools pupils who have improved their marks was also introduced in 2004. It was meant to 
be a compensation for cuts in social assistance which had severely affected large families who, in spite 
of spending the family budget almost solely on food, were almost starving. Teachers’ reports of pupils 
that could not concentrate on the lesson because of hunger were rather frequent in 2004. The Ministry 
of Education justified the motivation scholarship as a targeted measure for children from poor families, 
which aims to improve their education and give them greater opportunities in the labour market.

57   The larger community means here at least one hundred people. 

58  The Office of the Public Defender of Rights is one of the few, if not the only, institution that issues all materials and forms 
also in the Roma language. However, it is not clear how these forms could be distributed to people living in Roma settlements 
without access to the Internet. .See: http://www.vop.gov.sk 
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Scholarship amounts for pupils of elementary schools and special elementary schools depend on 
pupil performance (from SKK 200-500/6.1-15.2 EUR monthly). This sum is hardly a negligible proportion 
of the household income as it represents 3.1 percent to 7.7 percent of the monthly income of a couple 
with two children on social assistance. Fears that that the scholarship would make special schools a 
more viable option for the needy have been confirmed as the number of pupils in special elementary 
schools increased. It has been reported that many families wished to have their children in special 
schools, as this was a means of obtaining family income. The scholarship has thus turned out to be an 
unexpected hindrance for the integration of Roma children into mainstream elementary schools.  

   According to official estimations by MLSAF, there were approximately 95,000 children from 
5 to 15 years of age, who lived in families dependent on benefits in 2004/2005. Since over 80,000 were 
covered by subsidies for school meals in June 2005, this means that the percentage of those covered as 
a share of all needy children in the same age group is around 85 percent. Therefore, some 15 percent 
did not receive assistance in this form.  The situation was worse as far as subsidised school supplies are 
concerned: here, only 77 percent of the children from poor families were covered in 2004/2005.

Eligibility for welfare-related school programmes increased in 2005, due to an amendment 
that entitled children from households with income below the minimum subsistence threshold  to 
receive help, and not only children from the households of material needs benefit recipients. Moreover, 
with the exception of motivation scholarship, welfare programmes have been made universal for all 
children in schools where there is as least 50 percent of pupils who come from households that receive 
material needs benefits.  This amendment has partially lowered the risk of stigmatization that had 
not been taken into account. It could possibly have halted the feeling of injustice and malice for not 
including in or excluding children from the programme if their family income slightly exceeded the 
minimum subsistence threshold.59 

In 2007, because of a decrease in needy households, the number of children covered by the 
programmes decreased, too.  

School supplies: In the first half of 2007, subsidies for school supplies went to 85,718 •	
children (3,464 schools) and in the second half of 2007, to 77,757 children (3,209 schools). 
This represents a decrease from the same periods in 2006, by  6.7 and 10.2 perecent, 
respectively;
Monthly food subsidies were provided for 90,373 needy children (3,951 schools) in •	
kindergartens, elementary, and special elementary schools. This is a decrease of 5.5 percent 
from the same period in 2006;
Motivation scholarships were granted to 39,159 children (2,060 schools). This is down 6.1 •	
percent from the same period in 2006  (MLSAF 2007).

59  Results of a focus group survey conducted in 18 municipalities of Banská Bystrica Region contain various complaints 
about the injustice of the scholarship and school meals programmes:  
“Well... why isn’t that scholarship intended for all children? Why isn’t it dependent on how well children are doing at school? 
My daughter reads well and counts well. She knows everything. She received 200 SKK (scholarship) but now she gets nothing 
because I am on parental leave!” (Kusá 2006a)
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4. Inter-ethnic Relations and Conflicts in Light of Public Discourse and 
Policymaking

4.1. The Representation of Inter-ethnic Conflicts in Public Discourse

Inter-ethnic relations have figured prominently in Slovak public discourse. This is partly due to the ethnic 
composition of the population, since officially recognised national minorities represent more than 14 
percent of the population (see section 1.3) although this is a lot lower than in some countries. Another 
reason for giving prominence to minority issues is the parallel process of ‘nation-building’ on the part 
of the Slovak political elite. Given the fact that the Slovak Republic, established in 1993 after the split 
of Czechoslovakia is in fact, the first independent and democratic state in which Slovaks constitute 
a majority, triggers a whole set of claims and self-affirmations wrapped in nationalist rhetoric. These 
political claims are utilized by virtually all political actors, irrespective of their leanings, and are largely 
based on prevalent conceptions of nationhood and the nation-state. 

Studies on the impact of particular conceptions of nationhood on policymaking are usually 
constrained to those contested issues which are conceived as relating directly to statehood (e.g. the 
use of state symbols, legislation on the use of language(s), rules for acquiring citizenship, and all kinds 
of minority group rights) or are discursively framed as issues of ‘national interest’.  However, nationalist 
conceptions may also affect those domains of policymaking which are usually conceived as ‘blind’ to 
any ethnic or cultural differences, including the redistribution of public welfare. This may happen if 
redistribution policies deliberately target or even indirectly affect various groups of people in different 
ways and to different extents. If a particular group is simultaneously conceived as ethnically or culturally 
‘other’ as compared to the dominant group or to other minority groups, the ethno-cultural majority-
minority framing which results may significantly affect actual policymaking as well as the accompanying 
public discourse. It is reasonable to expect that, given the diverse composition of its population, these 
rather general and preliminary assumptions will also be present in the Slovak context.

Even if the sizes of different minority groups matter, it is not the aim of this subchapter to 
engage in a debate on the exact number of Roma or any other minority in Slovakia. However, one may 
conclude that size is the first ‘hot issue’ which affects all other inter-ethnic issues, including those 
between the Roma and non-Roma population.60 Since the official data on the Roma population is 
inadequate, overestimates and underestimates of its relative size are discursively used and misused in 
order to create an atmosphere of threat (e.g. that the Roma minority will begin to outnumber the majority 
in the next decades) or to downplay any initiatives aimed towards the advancement of marginalized 
Roma communities in segregated settlements.

The human rights approach regards ethnicity as a matter of individual choice, and the 
constructivist paradigm conceives of ethnicity as a construed, negotiated, contextual category of 
practice, which can be discursively affirmed or neglected.  Both approaches would support basing the 
authoritative number of people in each minority group in Slovakia on self-declared ethnicity. However, 
considering the main objectives of the whole EDUMIGROM research project, especially the scrutiny of 
‘othering’ strategies and their impact on educational paths and life opportunities, the issue of external, 
imposed ascription of ethnicity re-enters the room from the back door. The question of who is considered 
to be Roma or Hungarian appears to be at least equally important to the question of who actually 
considers himself as Roma or Hungarian.

60  To be sure, ethnicity is not the only marker which produces contestable sizes of self-declared groups. Equally contested 
is the basis for state subsidies granted to registered churches and religious communities. As we have already mentioned in 
Chapter 2, state funding is based on census data and an indication of religion. However, far less individuals who declare 
Roman-Catholic denomination (the dominant creed in Slovakia) are actually religious practitioners. In spite of this, an 
indication of religion counts in the breakdown of subsidies for different churches registered by the state.
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4.1.1 Majority-Minority Framing

Political discourse in Slovakia largely draws on conflicting conceptions of statehood which can be 
conventionally labelled as civic and ethnic.  On the one hand, the Slovak character of the state is 
emphasized, on the other, the co-existence of Slovaks with other minority groups is also recognised. 
The often cited Preamble of the Slovak Constitution epitomises this ambiguity. It begins with the words: 
“We, the Slovak Nation…” Even if later, it speaks of other ‘national and ethnic groups’, the framing 
suggests that the truly constitutive element of the state is the ‘Slovak nation’ and ‘the other’ just 
happen to inhabit the same territory. Political, media and popular discourses routinely conflate ethnic 
or national Slovak-ness and Slovak-ness conceived as citizenship or membership in a ‘colour-blind’ 
political community named Slovakia.

The contested nature of majority-minority relations is very much a consequence of the 
underlying conception of Slovak nationhood/statehood as illustrated by the Preamble (see section 2.1). 
The Constitution establishes the general legal and political framework and functions as the implicit 
point of reference for public debates concerning virtually any majority-minority issue. It effectively 
establishes an ‘US and/versus them’ basis for political action. This is not to say that the words of the 
Constitution determine all ‘othering’ strategies which are employed towards the perceived other. It is 
rather the other way round: the very construction of this fundamental legislative document reflects the 
pervasive othering strategies characteristic of policymaking and public discourse in Slovakia. 

These discursive strategies have been employed throughout the existence of independent 
Slovakia, regardless of the coalition government in power. Even if the rhetoric was indeed different 
during the three Meňiar governments (1990-1991, 1992-1994, and 1994-1998), since it was marked by 
intensified nationalism and eventually lead to the temporary exclusion of the country from the list of 
candidate states for accession to the European Union and NATO, Dzurinda’s governments (1998-2002, 
2002-2006), which came to power after massive popular discontent, were not immune to nationalist 
framing (however softened and pragmatically driven it may have been), especially in those issues which 
divided the ruling coalition along the Slovak-Hungarian ethnic line.

4.1.2 Popular Discourses and Drevailing Images

Popular discourses run parallel to national political rhetoric. Popular images largely draw from the 
existing repertoire of characteristics which are conventionally attributed to the ethno-cultural ‘other’, 
most frequently to the Hungarians and the Roma. 

The traditional image of Hungarians is very much linked to perceived injustices committed 
by this formerly dominant ethnic group towards ethnic Slovaks. Many centuries of cohabitation have 
thus been effectively overshadowed by a relatively short period of strong assimilation policies in the 
last third of nineteenth century, when the national emancipation processes of several nations within 
the Austrian-Hungarian monarchy came into conflict. With slight exaggeration, it can be said that 
mainstream historiography and popular discourse base their narratives on the image of Hungarian 
oppressors and Slovak victims, whereas this construction is not a matter of presence or absence, but of 
intensity.61 These images continue to be present in both political and popular discourse today.  

The negative perceptions of Roma are rooted in cultural and social differences which evolved 
into a significant social distance. In general, members of the majority hold that the Roma do not want 
to or do not know how to adapt to the accepted social norms. This negative evaluation is not necessarily 
based on personal experience. To the contrary, those who have more frequent contacts with the Roma 
as neighbours, colleagues, friends or relatives, express less negative attitudes. Thus, we must look for 
other causes of the Roma image besides experience (Vašecka 2001, 225-250).

61   This statement resonates but, as it is not based on systematic research of school textbooks, it risks promoting stereotypes 
of another sort: stereotypes about traditional Slovak perceptions of Hungarians.  
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The extent of rejection, which is traditionally measured by the Bogardus scale of social distance, 
has been the greatest towards the Roma out of all groups considered ‘others’ and its intensity does not 
change over time. Moreover, social distance is widespread irrespective of the age, level of education, 
gender, confession or occupational status of respondents. Interestingly, lower levels were found among 
members of other ethnic groups (Hungarians) and among inhabitants of the smallest municipalities. 
In some localities, however, social distance reaches very high proportions, which can be explained by 
negative experiences with concrete individuals or families which are then generalized to become an 
abstract image of the Roma (Vašecka 2001, 225).

Roma perceptions of the majority are much more positive. Stereotypes and conflicts within 
the Roma community seem to be more salient than the social distance toward the majority. Sub-ethnic 
differences, regional affiliation and especially the level of integration into the mainstream society play 
a more important role for the Roma than the majority-minority distinction (Ibid.). 

Finally, the Roma image is marked by a high degree of stereotyping, both positive and negative. 
The attributed traits typically merge ethnic characteristics and negatively perceived social behaviour. 
The most frequently attributed positive traits are musical talent, trade skills, open-mindedness, and a 
strong sense for family. The most common negative stereotypes are laziness, criminality, low hygiene, 
alcoholism, noisiness, and deceitfulness. In accordance with the value aspect of group categorisations, 
the negative behaviour of minority-group members is over-represented in memory and judgment and 
positive stereotypes are perceived as largely irrelevant for the general image (Tajfel 1981, 149).

Graph 1:  What Comes to Your Mind with the Term ‘Roma’ (‘Hungarian‘)? Proportion of Positive, 
Neutral and Negative Associations among Pupils in Elementary School 
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Source: Kriglerová-Gallová and Kadlecíková 2008

The most recent survey of Kriglerová-Gallová and Kadleňíková commissioned by the Open 
Society Foundation in Bratislava explored attitudes of pupils attending eighth and ninth grade of the 
elementary school (13-15 years of age) towards ethnic minorities and foreigners. The authors conclude 
that attitudes towards particular distinctive groups of people are very much linked to their general 
attitude towards cultural diversity. Two-thirds of young respondents were positive about the cultural 
diversity around them. Distinctive family background and personal experience with ‘the other’ played an 
important role (Gallová-Kriglerová, 2008).

However, the same survey indicates that groups are viewed differently. Interestingly, new 
migrant communities were viewed more positively than old, autochthonous minorities, especially the 
Hungarians and the Roma.



37

As the survey used different testing questions for different groups, a comparison between 
the distribution of positive and negative responses concerning different ethnic groups would not be 
methodologically correct. However, the authors also used the free association technique in relation 
to Roma and Hungarians. They divided answers into three categories: positive, negative, and neutral 
(e.g. geographical or cultural associations). The results of this technique are displayed in Graph 1.  They 
show that neither group has a significant share of positive associations. However, if Hungarians are 
usually perceived neutrally (68.8 percent), Roma are burdened with a considerable share of negative 
associations (66 percent).62

Even if personal experience with minorities or foreigners positively affects their perception, this 
is not the case with one group – the Roma. They have been denigrated by all categories of respondents 
regardless their personal experience. Analysis of concrete expressions revealed that youngsters are 
largely influenced by the rhetoric of nationalist politicians expressed in the media. 

The survey also shows that the vast majority of pupils do not have even the most basic 
knowledge about different cultures. Multicultural education is largely missing in the school curricula, 
even if the 2008 curricular reform introduces it as one of seven cross-cutting themes. 

4.1.3 Background Conflicts: Ethno-cultural Struggles for Recognition and Redistribution

Competition between the cultural and symbolic dominance of the majority and struggles for recognition 
by different minorities (expressed through various minority rights demands) certainly shape the public-
political domain. However, recognition is far from being the only issue at stake. Individual battles over 
symbolic resources are very much linked to struggles over the material and especially financial, resources of 
the state. ‘Hot issues’ thus constantly oscillate between claims for recognition and claims for redistribution. 
One could conclude that struggles which seem to be purely symbolic on the surface always have their 
counterpart in the competition over non-symbolic resources. For instance, efforts to gain control over the 
distribution of EU Structural Funds are often hidden under the veil of high minded rhetoric. 

Policy analyses rarely approach these two sets of claims together. Redistribution policies are 
seen as colour-blind to any ethno-cultural difference and their seemingly neutral provisions appear 
equal to all citizens irrespective of their ethnic, cultural or religious backgrounds. However, a closer 
inspection reveals that all ‘innocently neutral’ measures have been repeatedly adopted and implemented 
with at least tacit assumptions about their real targets and desired impacts. In this regard, two telling 
examples will be scrutinized in more detail: the public use of minority languages and the social policy 
reform.63 Both examples have certain recognition and redistribution implications, although in different 
ways and to different extents.

4.2. Strands in Policies: Dilemma of Group-neutral versus Group-specific Policymaking

4.2.1 Minority Languages

In section 2.1, a short description of the Acts on States Language and on Minority Language Use was 
provided. In this section, we continue with a deeper analysis, showing the implications that these Acts 
have for minority policymaking. The continuing struggle over minority language use was represented 
by the implementation of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (the Charter). The 
Slovak Government acceded to the Charter in 2001 and attached the Declaration of the Slovak Republic 
to its ratification. The Charter came into force in Slovakia on January 1, 2002. The Declaration attached 
to the ratification suggests that Slovakia adopted its commitments in correspondence with the existing 

62  The authors also classified names of Hungarian politicians as neutral associations with the term Hungarian. Derogatory 
statements about the Hungarian history and culture were classified as negative.  (27.3 percent of associations) 

63   Social policy reform has also been the subject of Chapter 3 of this Report.
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legislation. Furthermore, it states that the support of minority languages should not become a detriment 
to the application of the state language. 

The Slovak implementation effectively downplayed the Charter’s territorial dimension, which 
is one of its three core principles (CE 1993, 33),64 and further constrained the document’s applicability 
by the restrictive implementation rules. All this was practically achieved by the combination of three 
crucial decisions: 

the determination of the status of recognised languages as ‘minority languages’; 1. 
the use of the 20 percent threshold for its implementation; and 2. 
a selective choice of provisions from Part III of the Charter. 3. 

First, according to the Charter, regional or minority languages are those which are:

“ (1) traditionally used within a given territory of a state by nationals of that state 
who form a group numerically smaller than the rest of the state’s population; and 
(2) are different from the official language(s) of that state; [while] this does not 
include either dialects of the official language(s) or the languages of migrants” 
(Art. 1. a).

Territory in which the regional or minority language is used means the geographical area in 
which this language is the preferred mode of expression for a number of people justifying the adoption 
of the various protective and promotional measures provided for in the Charter (Art. 1.b).

Finally, non-territorial languages are languages used by nationals of the state which differ 
from the language(s) used by the rest of the state’s population but which, although traditionally used 
within the territory of the state, cannot be identified with a particular area thereof (Art. 1.c).

The Declaration attached to the Slovak ratification instrument specified nine regional or 
minority languages which are recognised by the state: Bulgarian, Czech, Croatian, Hungarian, German, 
Polish, Roma, Ruthenian, and Ukrainian. These were thus considered as traditionally used, different from 
the official language, and neither dialects nor immigrant languages. Interestingly, no language was 
officially recognised as a non-territorial language, although the ER regards Roma and Yiddish as typical 
non-territorial languages (CE 1993, 36). All nine languages were in this sense put on an equal footing. 

The Slovak version did not distinguish between ‘regional or minority’ and ‘non-territorial,’ 
recognised languages.  Neither did it do so within the category of regional or minority languages. All 
languages are recognised only as minority languages and none is conceived as regional. The Slovak 
version thus, in principle, disregards the territorial base of the languages it recognises. 

Nevertheless, the state still needed to implement the Charter and for this reason it had to 
operationalise the notion of the territory in which the regional or minority language is used (Article 1b). 
In this regard, the Slovak Government decided to apply its Ordinance No. 221/1999 Coll. issuing the 
list of municipalities in which citizens belonging to a national minority represent at least 20 percent 
of the population as of August 25, 1999. By doing so, Slovakia failed to accept the fact that not only 
minority languages, but also regional languages exist on its territory and that at least some of them are 
traditionally spoken in easily identifiable areas which transcend more narrowly defined localities. 

The Slovak Government downplayed the territorial implications of the Charter by treating the 
recognised languages as ‘minority’ instead of ‘regional.’ However, following the spirit of the Charter the 
term regional language can definitely be applied to the Hungarian, Ruthenian, Ukrainian and Roma 
languages, since individuals speaking these languages live in relatively concentrated territories. 

For the Hungarian language, this is apparent on the district level, since the proportion of 
Hungarians exceeds 50 percent in some districts of southern Slovakia. According to the 2001 census, 
83.3 percent of the population are Hungarian in the district of Dunajská Streda and 69.1 percent in 

64  The other two principles are: tradition (of use) ,and a (qualitative) difference between the spoken languages, which 
excludes the languages of immigrants and dialects from considerations (CE 1993, 31, 32).
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the district of Komárno. The majority in these districts speaks Hungarian as their mother tongue, which 
justifies the recognition of the Hungarian language as a regional language. The current misrecognition 
makes its effective use more difficult and undermines the principle of respect for geographical area (Art. 
7.1b) which is explicitly condemned by the Charter (ER, 60).65

The Slovak government also made use of the possibility granted by the Charter to diversify the 
choice and scope of the selected provisions for different languages. In terms of implementation, the 
languages were divided into three categories: 

Bulgarian, Croatian, Czech, German, Polish and Roma; 1. 
Ruthenian and Ukrainian; and 2. 
Hungarian. 3. 

The sequence from category 1 to 3 indicates the increasing number of granted provisions as 
well as the degree of their stringency. For instance, for Hungarian speakers, pre-school and primary 
and secondary education “should be made available” without any qualification, while for Ruthenian 
and Ukrainian it “should be made available in a substantial part,” and for Roma and other languages in 
category 3, it “should be applied at least to those pupils who so request and whose number is considered 
sufficient” (Art. 8). Analogically, a similar scope of provisions of varied stringency for the three categories 
of languages applies to all articles of the Charter.

In addition, the decision of the Slovak Government to establish the 20 percent threshold and 
to confine it to the local level of municipalities also proved to be detrimental for the applicability of the 
Charter’s provisions. The rule restricted both the number of localities and the scope of provisions which 
are formally granted to minority language speakers. This fact, known already in the time of adoption, 
meant that the 20 percent threshold was exceeded in at least one municipality only in the case of 
Hungarian, German, Ukrainian, Ruthenian, and Roma.

In practice, the application of the 20 percent rule meant a reduction of the 2,920 total 
municipalities in Slovakia to 638 which met the criterion. District bodies of state administration were 
based only in nine of them and their branches in 15 municipalities. The Roma language, for instance, 
could be used in 58 municipalities but state administration bodies were based in none of them. In 
practice, the right to submit oral or written applications and receive a reply in Roma during administrative 
proceedings is only a formal entitlement which cannot be enjoyed by any Roma in Slovakia because the 
administration staff in the vast majority of cases simply would not understand it. Moreover, the use of 
minority language is not completely granted even in municipalities where the 20 percent threshold is 
met, because self-governing municipal authorities are not covered by the law on the use of minority 
languages which applies only to local and regional state authorities. 

What can be seen in this sequence of adopting the minority language legislation is not a 
shift from the ethnocentric conception of the state to a multicultural one but simply a shift from an 
overt nationalism to a more covert, subtle form hidden under complicated minor rules. On the surface, 
and for the satisfaction of international bodies, everything appears to be in compliance with minority 
rights standards. However, after a closer scrutiny one can see the underlying ethnocentric pattern fully 
operating and effectively precluding a genuine recognition of minority citizens’ rights as equal before 
the state. In addition, the very selectiveness in the choice of provisions from the Charter for different 
minority groups also has important redistribution consequences: it does not establish any obligation on 
the part of the state to provide education in Roma. Given the size of the minority concerned, the ‘saved’ 
resources are far from being negligible.

65 As stated in the Charter’s Explanatory Report, it is desirable to ensure a consistency between linguistic territories and 
territorial administrative entities, although this objective cannot be achieved in all cases due to complex settlement patterns. 
The Charter thus does not require a linguistic territory to coincide with an administrative unit in all cases (CE 1993, 59), but 
it does condemn such decisions which create obvious obstacles for the enjoyment of the adopted provisions. 
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4.3. Educational Policy regarding Ethnic Minorities in a Broad Context

The issue of ethnocentric national identity has been an underlying feature of virtually all debates 
on majority-minority relations. Even if the support and protection of minorities, including the most 
populous Hungarian and Roma minorities, are officially proclaimed, Representatives of the majority 
ethnic group are able to restrict the scope of minority provisions to an extent which does not threaten 
the dominant ethnocentric conception of the state. The current strands of any policy domain, be it social 
assistance, education, language use, state administration or cultural development, do not challenge this 
status quo. 

A fundamental change of paradigm in the Slovak policymaking context (as in any diverse 
society) would need to cope with the dilemma of universal versus differentiated policies for different 
groups. Unless such a shift occurs, it will not be just sizes that matter. Any policy targeting specific 
groups, such as the desegregation of Roma schooling, the provision for minority language education, 
and the organisation of self-administration units will be subject to redistribution/recognition claims on 
both sides of the ‘us vs. them’ political and social landscape.

5. The Current State of Research on Inter-ethnic Relations and Minorities

Research on inter-ethnic relations and minorities covers research of various disciplines which also differ 
according to their methodology and practical focus. For spatial reasons we will omit public opinion 
surveys and research on collective identities based on survey data from samples representing only 
citizens with Slovak and Hungarian ethnicity. We have utilised some findings from this source in 
Chapter 4 when dealing with discourses on ethnicity. Moreover, we deliberately focus only on research 
concerning the Roma minority as we have committed ourselves to this from the very beginning of the 
project.  A lack of ability and time precludes a comparative analysis of Roma and Hungarian minorities 
in Slovakia in a sufficiently systematic way. Under these conditions,  discussion of this issue would only 
lead to unfounded speculations. Indeed, we do not wish to do this, particularly in relation to such a 
sensitive issue as the Hungarian position in Slovakia. 

Research on the Roma ethnic minority in Slovakia may roughly be divided into five main 
sections according to the relevant academic disciplines: pedagogic, linguistic, demographic, sociological 
and anthropological. Each discipline uses a different perspective.  

Under the Communist regime, when Roma were officially approached as objects of education 
and acculturation, pedagogical research held the dominant position. Great attention was devoted to 
the problem of learning and education of adults.  Pedagogical and psychological-pedagogical research 
still has a rather strong position, but its development seldom intersects with other academic disciplines. 
Exceptions include the various monitoring and assessment studies of educational systems (minority 
education, the problem of special schools) conducted by non-academic research agencies, which cross 
disciplinary boundaries (Tomatová 2004).

Linguistic research also has always had a practical dimension. In Czechoslovakia during the 
early fifties, linguistic research was motivated by an idea to codify Roma language as an instrument for 
the promotion of Roma ethnic and cultural development. (Jurová 2000). However, as we have mentioned 
in Chapter 1, this idea was suppressed and for three decades Roma were only approached as a socially 
and culturally backward group that should be assimilated. After 1989, codification efforts were revived 
(Ondrejovic 1995) but have been hampered by “unproductive disputes within the Department of Roma 
culture at Nitra University” (Jurová ibid). It was only recently, in July 2008, that the codification was 
finally completed. 
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Ethnographic research on Roma has also had a long tradition in Slovakia. This usually focused on 
collecting Roma folklore but also on the customs of family life  and the position of women (Horváthová 
1964), everyday life, the self-help economy, history  (Mann) and, more recently, the religious life of 
Roma (Kumanová, Podolínska). Ethnographers have also been engaged in oral history research and a 
reconstruction of various tragic parts of recent Roma history such as the Roma holocaust (Kumanová, 
Mann, Fotta). 

It is noteworthy that a considerable part of the Roma ethnographic/anthropological research in 
Slovakia has been recently done by Czech scholars. There is no systematic and large-scale research done 
by Slovak scholars is comparable to that of Marek Jakoubek and Tomáš Hirt, which we mention later.       

Much contemporary research on Roma has an applied nature and is motivated more by practical 
needs and by the demands of governmental or international organisations than by purely academic 
interests.     

This assessment also holds for demographic research. Demographic research focuses mainly on 
determining the demographic characteristics of the Roma population, estimating its size and forecasting 
its demographic development.  As mentioned above, there are no other official statistics on Roma 
population besides census data, which are based on self-declaration. However, the discrepancy between 
census data (1.89 percent) and research estimates (7-10 percent) is so striking that it raises many 
questions about the gathering of ethnic data.  The unwillingness of Roma to claim their ethnic identity 
is interpreted as the result of the stigmatization and discrimination which their population faces. On the 
other hand, self-declaration is the most suitable method for those researchers who perceive ethnicity 
not as a (biological) fact, but as a social construction and according to them, respect for the free choice 
to subjectively express one’s own nationality and ethnicity should be privileged over an ‘objective’ 
attribution based on various cultural-anthropological traits. Demographic estimates rely on data available 
from the era of communism, when these ‘objective’ methods were preferred. Before 1989, all censuses 
and other means of gathering data used identifications made by state administration representatives to 
determine Roma ethnicity (Vano 2001, 6). Since the 1991 Census, external attributions of ethnicity and 
nationality have been abandoned, as they are in contradiction with the UN standards of human rights 
and its census recommendations. Despite this fact, demographers consider the 1980 Census, where 
Roma ethnicity was noted on a special sheet that supplemented the common census form, as the most 
reliable source for gathering ethnic data66. 

Demographic figures are very attractive for policymakers as well as for public and media 
discourse, because they are considered the hard data upon which argumentation can be built, especially 
concerning warnings about the aging population and the high fertility rate among the Roma. On the 
other hand, warnings and threats of the high demographic growth of the Roma population is actually 
a sort of propaganda and bears no relation to the more realistic forecasts made by the Demographic 
Research Centre. Vano and Mészáros argue that the three assumptions widely spread in public discourse 
as facts must be subscribed to further academic analysis. They concern: 

the high fertility rate of Roma;1. 
the high mortality rate of Roma; and 2. 
a rapid increase in the share of Roma as compared to the total Slovak population (Vano and 3. 
Mészáros 2004, 17). 

Concerning the first hypothesis, the fertility rate of Roma woman is indeed above the average 
of other woman in Slovakia, but various factors have had an impact on its dynamics. In the first place, 
the kind of household seems to be a very significant variable.  When we take the whole Roma population 
into consideration, the fertility rate is about 2.5 times the national average. But, if we count only Roma 
women from segregated Roma settlements, the fertility rate increases to about four times the national 

66   The parallel surveying makes it possible to process data jointly and to make all kinds of comparison with the majority 
population  
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average. Also other characteristics show less favourable figures for Roma living in segregated settlements 
(e.g. the average age at the birth of the first child, mortality and infant mortality rate). Regarding the 
third hypothesis, demographers (Vano 2001; Vano and Mészáros 2004) disavow against the notion of 
a Roma population explosion in the future.  They claim that by 2025, the highest (and least probable) 
variant would predict an increase of about 39 percent from the current 7 to 11 percent of the total 
population. This development is not extraordinary at all. Vano points out that the current demographic 
development of the Roma population is similar to the reproductive characteristics recorded in Slovakia 
in the first half of the twentieth century. 

In general, stereotypes about demographic development in Slovakia are very similar to those in 
other EU countries. Roma in Slovakia, and immigrant minorities from third world countries elsewhere, 
have distinct social characteristics, including demographic traits, such as reproductive behaviour. 
However, these groups are not homogenous as documented in the case of Slovakia. Roma women 
living in more favourable conditions have a lower fertility rate than Roma women living in segregated 
Roma shanty villages. This proves that social conditions matter and argues against racialisation and 
ethnicisation of the issue.      

 Most of the funding for research on Roma has been invested in mapping and monitoring 
projects tailored to meet the practical needs of public policies. Also for that reason, regardless of 
importance of demographic forecasts, the main focus of research on Roma communities has been 
concentrated on their social problems. The most ambitious projects attempting to grasp the extent of 
Roma poverty and other social aspects of their exclusion have been funded by international agencies 
such as the World Bank, UNDP, and OSF. The Slovak government has funded a small part of this research. 
Some of these projects were already mentioned in previous chapters. 

Between 2003 and 2004, a sociographic mapping project of Roma settlements was conducted 
in order to provide the state administration comprehensive information on Roma communities and 
localities, which could be used for the realization of plans and other strategic goals for improving the 
socio-economic situation of the Roma ethnic minority in Slovakia. The project was commissioned by 
the Office of Governmental Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities and carried out by a consortium 
of the following NGOs: the civic association SPACE, the Institute for Public Affairs, and the Regional 
Centre for Roma Issues in Prešov. The main goal of the project was not to count Roma individuals, but 
to map communities. The Roma community was the basic research unit, identified by Roma themselves 
as well as by local authorities and NGO representatives. Research outcomes were published in the 
Atlas of Roma Communities in Slovakia (Atlas rómskych komunít na Slovensku 2004). A database of 
all Roma communities and their characteristics is also available online at the website of the Office 
of Governmental Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities (OGPRC website). The typology of Roma 
communities as integrated, separated or segregated became widely used by other research analysts 
as well as by policymakers. For example, the UNDP survey held between April and June 2005 covered 
720 Roma households using quota sampling based on this typology from the Sociographic Mapping 
together with a comparative sample of the majority households that live in proximity to the Roma 
households under study. This survey examined all important issues, including material household 
conditions, educational attainment and labour market status. The results showed that the degree of 
spatial integration or segregation has a major effect on opportunities for gaining education or finding 
employment. (UNDP 2007, 87) 

The spatial segregation of Roma communities has also been studied in the context of 
poverty and social exclusion (Džambazovic and Jurásková 2002; Džambazovic 2007). The socio-spatial 
approach to social exclusion stresses large regional disparities and the concentrated risks of poverty in 
marginalized regions. Risks of exclusion are multiplied for Roma living in settlements located in these 
regions. Quantitative analyses of the risks of poverty and its intergenerational reproduction have been 
carried out by the Institute for Labour and Family Research under the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs 
and Family. (Gerbery and Bodnárová 2006) Their findings suggest that ‘reformed’ social assistance has 
not protected children living in jobless families from severe social exclusion. Though their research did 
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not deal with ethnicity, their findings give telling evidence about the limited opportunities of Roma 
children who grow up in jobless families (See table 6 in Chapter 1.4). 

Another part of sociological research deals with the issue of Roma international and internal 
migration. (Vašecka 2000; Vašecka and Vašecka 2001; Vašecka 2002; Petrus 2002; Vašecka and Vašecka 
2003) The Roma exodus from Slovakia was a hot political issue at the end of 1990s.  Therefore, most 
publications paid attention to the political aspects of emigration. Only Imrich Vašecka (2002) studied 
the intentions of Roma and the causes which helped to shape their decisions to migrate or to seek 
asylum abroad. Concerning internal migration, Vašecka and Vašecka point out that the assumedly high 
internal migration of Roma after 1990 (from towns to settlements of their origin)  resulted in a de facto 
segregation  (rural and urban ghettos) which has deepened the gap between majority and minority 
and will cause great problems in the future (Vašecka and Vašecka 2003).67 The spatial segregation 
and ethnic otherness of the poor significantly lowers political willingness to set aside public support 
for programmes addressing poverty, as Alesina and Glaeser’s country-wide study of social protection 
suggests (Alesina and Glaeser 2003). 

In spite of the common association of Roma and social benefits, or possibly just because it 
is thought that the issue is already sufficiently clear, conceptual and institutional changes in social 
protection and welfare and their consequences for Roma have been studied only partially and selectively. 
Occasional analyses manage, with received knowledge about the maleficent effect of welfare and 
usually without referring to data, to suggest that a ‘culture of dependency’ had already been developed 
under the Communist regime because of a special system of provisions for children from disadvantaged 
milieu or because of its generous housing policy, etc.68 This simplified approach which blames the 
social protection system for Roma poverty has dominated recently, perhaps because of a considerable 
discontinuity in conditions for research in Slovakia during the 1990s. Many experienced scholars 
departed the social policy field and there were also cuts in research institutions. Newcomers entering 
poverty research in the second half of the 1990s were prone to terminological confusions and hurried 
semi-ideological conclusions.

Generally speaking, quantitative sociological research of the Roma ethnic minority has 
dominated and there is an urgent need for more qualitative research on different social aspects. For 
instance, so far no qualitative study of Roma asylum seekers or immigrants has been carried out by 
Slovak scholars. The gap for qualitative research in sociology has been filled by anthropological research. 
One project, Monitoring the Situation within Roma settlements in Slovakia, aimed to “acquire a complex 
description of the situation within Roma settlements in a legislative, historical, economical and social 
context” (Jakoubek andHirt 2008, 723). This research project, guided by Czech scholars from Plzeň 
University, was conducted in 52 settlements between 1999 and 2001 and updated in 2005. From the 
perspective of social and cultural anthropology, case studies of the selected settlements give insight into 
Roma everyday life. The authors’ approach is strictly relativistic, refusing to consider Roma settlements 
as “culturally backward or their culture as an underdeveloped culture” (ibid., 724). Instead, Roma 
settlements are taken as self-governed autonomous social formations. This approach sees Roma living 
in settlements not as passive actors living in a trap of poverty, but active players using and developing 
their own institutionalized and legitimized life strategies.    

67   There are no exact numbers about Roma internal migration as they have rarely complied with the compulsory residential 
registration when they move in with relatives 

68   for instance (Vašecka and Vašecka 2003; Radicová 2001; Davidová 1995; Vanura 2008).
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OMC the Open Method of Coordination

OSF Open Society Foundation

OSI Open Society Institute

RPA Rómska tlacová agentúra 

SDF Social Development Fund 
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SNCHR (SNSLP) Slovak National Centre for Human Rights 
(Slovenské národné stredisko pre ludské práva)

SOSR Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic

SR Slovak Republic

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

ÚPSVR Ústredia práce, sociálnych vecí a rodiny 

ÚSVRK
Úradu splnomocnenkyne úradu vlády SR pre rómske komunity 
(Office of the Slovak Government Plenipotentiary for the Roma Community)
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