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Finding a Solution to the Roma Problem


In the post communist era, the problems dealing with the Roma population are growing and need our immediate attention.  Poverty, high unemployment rate, the lack of a proper education, and discrimination are only the fundamental problems Roma are facing today.  However, European institutions, such the European Union and OSCE, along with national/local governments, non-government organizations (NGO), and schools are trying to improve the conditions of the Roma.  This essay explores the current situation in Prague, Czech Republic, and how various institutions have been trying to find solutions to the Roma problems but we are yet to see substantial change in the conditions of Romany people.  

Local government to the International Scene


The Roma problems do not exist because the government has been neglecting them.  The government has failed because they failed to create effective policies that are due to not being able to understand Roma and not having the precise statistics.  “The fact that European institutions are getting ever more deeply involved with the Roma, especially in the post communist states, demonstrates that national governments are not coping well within the multiplicity of challenges represented by the Roma issue”
  European institutions have started playing an active role to create guidelines for effective and appropriate policies for the Roma after the fall of communism.  Several major reports, such as the ones published by the High Commissioner on National Minorities in 1993 and 2000 and the 1995 report “On Gypsies in Europe” by Geraldine Verspaget, had been drawn up to help the governments cope with the multidimensional issues.  But before effective policies can be created, it is imperative to understand and learn more about the Roma.

Roma: A Diverse Group


Roma, who are thought to come to the Byzantine Empire a thousand years ago, is considered the largest minority group in Europe.  Roma is the most diverse minority group in Europe.  Many believed the Romany language would unite the Roma by providing a common ground.  However, according to Kovacz, out of the eight to ten million estimated Roma, about 2.5 million speak their native tongue.  Out of those 2.5 million, there are about fift-to-hundred different dialects of the Sanskrit based language.
  


Besides speaking different dialects, Roma are diverse because they came in different waves to Europe so they faced different conditions and circumstances.  Not to mention, they are influenced by the local culture where they reside and knowing that they are spread throughout the European continent, they are influenced by different cultural norms and values.  Some Roma do not even consider themselves as Roma but rather take a nationalistic approach.  Roma from Bulgaria for example consider themselves as Romanians or Turks.
  


Lastly, Roma are either nomadic, traveling from cities to cities, or practice sedentary lifestyle.  Depending in their situations, Romany families may choose to settle in big cities or live in the rural area.  Overall, “there is a great deal of difference in the lives of Roma people across the different regions of Europe, as well as between countries and even within countries.”
 


It is very important to keep in mind that Roma are very diverse.  All the major reports from European institutions claim that Roma are very diverse within the group itself and “it is best understood in their own circumstances.”
  If policy makers do take into account the diversity factor, it can lead to devastating effects.  For example, money can be poured into the local school system to encourage Roma children to attend schools that have adapted to their special needs, but the Roma families may practice a nomadic lifestyle.  There would be no point of investing on the school system for the Roma children when there is a chance they will not be attending school next year.  It is important to note that although “it may be true for someone somewhere, must inevitable prove misleading unless placed in its proper context.”
 

Roma Must Actively Participate in the Public Sector


Another important factor in the policy making process is having the proper statistics.  Statistics and reliable data about any kind of population are necessary to know how much resource, skills, and capital should be spent in that particular area.  However, having imprecise statistics of the Roma population is notoriously known.  According to Liegeois, statistics concerning Roma populations are imprecise due to various reasons but mostly due to past discrimination.
  As stated earlier, some who have integrated to the society prefer to go by their nationality, like it is done in Bulgaria.  The European institutions are not even sure how much money is needed to implement Roma policies.*
  Although there are other factors, having proper statistics and data can create more effective policies.


In order to get more reliable statistics, Roma population need to feel comfortable enough to declare themselves as Roma.  Having reliable statistics will only help them and the state institutions cannot do anything if the Roma do not provide accurate information.  Roma should not only be involved in getting proper statistics, but they should also become more active in other public areas as well. The High Commissioner on National Minorities (HCNM) recommends an increase in Roma recruitment in the public sector.  In the 1993 HCNM report, he states, “Roma input was considered of practical importance as ‘identifying and addressing their own needs is a prerequisite for the effective implementation of policies.’”
  Since the government has trouble to get to the core of the problem, it might be easier if Roma representatives come up with suggestions and the government can turn those suggestions into policies.  Active participation in the public arena also shows that Roma are motivated and they are willing to work with various institutions and their government to change their present condition.


“It is also a lack of voice that has left a gulf allowing the extensive accumulation of negative stereotypes that has grown up around Roma/Gypsies.”
  One of the most sensitive issues in dealing with Roma is discrimination, which also makes the Roma problem very complicated and difficult to deal with even in the twenty-first century.  They have been facing discrimination since they have arrived in the European continent approximately a thousand years ago.  When they first arrived, non-Roma avoided places where Roma were present “fearing the devil’s spawn.”
  Non-Roma usually knew when Roma had been there because they left signs at crossroads to leave a trail for their fellow travellers.  Usually it was either “a bunch of twigs tied with a red rag, a branch broken in a particular way, or a notched bone.”
  Non-Roma usually were intimidated by the Roma fortune tellers and healers, especially since it is so different and mysterious from their own culture.  

Prague 5: Case Study

Discrimination


Today, the problem is Roma will not be hired or will be accepted in the community because of their culture.  European institutions are recommending government to increase their anti-discrimination laws.  Although that may help Roma find a job and housing, it will not stop Roma from migrating to another location due to the extensive discrimination they face.  Mrs. Regina Demeterova, who works with the local government in Prague 5, and Mrs. Bozena Viragova, director of Romano Dives, are both Romany women who faced discrimination is the past.  One time, a youth came up to Mrs. Demeterova and said, “Die Gypsy.”  This kind of comment would leave anybody flaming, but all Mrs. Demeterova could do is stand there until he left.  She could not defend herself due to the fear of being physically hurt.  Both Mrs. Demeterova and Mrs. Viragova avoid using public transportation at night due to the various comments and threats they receive from the non-Roma community.
   Personally, for being brown color skinned and not being an actual Roma, I can see how Roma would not want to leave their current homes to find another stable home in another country.  The endless side comments and the weird looks can be psychologically and emotionally painful for anyone, especially the children.


Some schools, especially in Prague, Czech Republic, have been trying to counter act discrimination.  Graficka School, a local elementary school from 1st to 8th grade, is located in And(l, Prague 5.  Since the school has 85% of Roma students, the school has made the necessary changes to fit the needs of their students.  One of them is having a counseling center in the same school building, where as most school have a counseling center per district.  What is so unique about this school is that it involves the parents as well as the children.  It allows parents and children to come to the counseling center and speak about their problems and their issues, such as discrimination.  The counseling center also has a behavior specialist who monitors the relationships between students.  Although there is a higher percentage of Roma students in the school, it still allows Roma and non-Roma students to interact and the behavior specialist is able to note the interaction between the two groups.
  


Graficka School also teaches the students not to be ashamed of who they are.  According to Mrs. Bozena Viragova, Roma do not want to engage in Romany culture because they are ashamed of it due to past discrimination.  However, Graficka School encourages embracing their culture by including Roma history in their curriculum and arranging class trips to show the various Roma musicians and artists in Czech Republic.  Romano Dives, the local NGO run by Mrs. Viragova, also encourages embracing Roma culture by organizing social events for the local Roma population.  All these events, sometimes even attended by the mayor, show support of Romany culture but also educate the surrounding community.  Roma should indeed be embracing their unique cultural heritage, after all, if they do not, who will? 


 Therefore, it can be seen that the school and various organizations have been trying to fight against the unjustified treatment of Roma, or rather anyone that may even look like one.  Even movies try to teach children the goodness of Roma.  “The Hunchback of Notre Dame,” a Disney animated movie released in 1996 in the United States, teaches the children why it was wrong for Judge Claude Frollo
 to try to destroy an entire gypsy village in France.
  But is it really helping?  Even if non-Roma were more educated about Romany culture, will they be able to break down the stereotypes that have exited for centuries?  


For example, both tourists and residents of the Prague community consider “Gypsies,” unaware that the political correct term is Roma, experts at pick pocketing.  A common stereotype indeed and of course not all Roma does such things.  However, Ms. Rosova, the headmistress of Graficka School, informed us about a few Roma children stole purses from elderly women.
  This kind of action only reinforces the stereotypes and even justifies discrimination.  The counseling center had to teach the students that what they did was wrong through re-creating the scene using puppets.  Ms. Rosova also notified us that often times, the children do not know that such activities are wrong because they see their parents doing it.  That is why the school works with the parents as well as the children to teach them what is accepted in society.


Another problem is even if the school was able to teach the parents and the children to be more responsible, it is only a small group of Roma that are having this kind of positive influence.  In Prague, there are only five other schools that are similar to Graficka School.
  There is no doubt that Graficka School been one of the most dedicated schools to promote Roma culture and equality in Prague, but that is only one school that is teaching Roma how to avoid being discriminated against by totally integrating into the society.  Most of the Roma are spread throughout the Czech Republic, and according to a recent study conducted by Ivan Gabal, there are over 300 Romany ghettos.
  That means that the Roma excluded from the community, which hinders the children from getting any kind of positive influence other than their families.  Sometimes, as Ms. Rosova pointed out, children need to have another source of influence such as a school because what the parents might be teaching may not be the norm of the society.

Prague 5: Case Study

Housing & Unemployment


Discrimination is surely one of the largest and most complicated issues Roma must deal with.  That is why the HCNM report of 2000 includes discrimination in its findings.  Besides the emotional and sometimes the physical beatings discrimination brings, it is also linked with poverty and with income.  According to the 2000 report, “unemployment is not solely the function of discrimination, but their impact is substantial.”
  Roma unemployment rate is high as 60-80%.
  In Prague itself, Roma unemployment rate is high as 90%.
  


According to the 1995 report from the Council of Europe, “the foremost reason for high Roma unemployment is the result of changes in the last 50 years obliging Roma to abandon their traditional modes of subsistence….and until the end of the second world war, Gypsies fulfilled a specific function in the rural world having a number of traditional jobs, all of which were compatible with their nomadic lifestyle.”
  Partly, that statement is true because communism did provide Roma with adequate jobs.  Matter of fact, according to Mrs. Viragova, during communism Roma were earning more money then professionals such as doctors.  But that was just another thing Roma got used to and started depending on even after fall of communism.  That is why Roma are having such a difficult time in the new capitalist system.  They are not used to actually looking for qualified jobs.  However, the European institutions suggest the former communist countries raise the income of Roma employees, which in return will decrease the poverty of Roma.


Besides finding work, Roma have to find appropriate housing.  This is another major problem, especially in Prague.  Partly to blame is the new capitalist system and partly the Roma themselves.  The capitalist system allows the government to avoid the situation by being able to sell the property where Roma live to investors.  The investors, in return ask Roma to leave the property or to pay up.  Obviously, Roma already sunk into poverty and infamously known to be thinking of the present situation rather than the future,
 do not have the means to pay their debts.  This forces Roma to move back into streets or in the ghettos.  


This has been happening all around in the Czech Republic.  During the field research, we as a class had the opportunity to visit a home in And(l neighborhood.  The flat we visited was in poor conditions, since the ceilings were about to collapse.  The irony of this is that Roma used to occupy the whole building but they were forced to leave except two families.  An Italian man bought the building and evicted everyone who was in debt.  The local NGOs have been trying to find homes for the evicted families.  However, they can only find homes for them temporarily.
  


However, sometimes the government does provide Roma with proper housing.  According Ms. Rozova, some of these families who have government flats, sell their flats and move back into the shags.  During the sessions held in the counseling center, Roma are advised not to follow that path since it affects the children since they are being forced to relocate.

Conclusion


As much as the school can advise, Roma will continue doing such things to get easy money.  They are always thinking of the present time, which is understandable since most are below poverty line.  However, if they had jobs, especially with a reasonable income, they would not sell their flats for the immediate cash.  The same goes with prostitution, drug dealing, and stealing.  They have become so desperate in the past years that they will sink to that level to survive.


In conclusion, poverty exists, along with high unemployment and poverty rates among the Roma populations.  European institutions are working with the national governments by providing the authority and the capital to create more policies that are effective.  However, because of the sensitivity of the subject, discrimination, the diversity of Roma population, and not having precise statistics on Roma population, it is very difficult for policy makers to make accurate policies.  Nevertheless, with the involvement of the local governments, various institutions including non-government organizations, and most importantly with the involvement of Roma, progress will be made hopefully in the near future.  The first step was to realize that there is a problem, which the first 1993 HCNM report declared.  The various organizations will be able to find the necessary solutions to the Roma problem with the help of active participation of the Roma community.
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