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European policy and practice towards Roma

Written Field Visit Report

The field: 
On Friday, the 31st April 2006, we did a field visit in connection with the course “European policy and practice towards Roma”. During this field visit we went to see three different places, which were all located in Prague 5, Smichov, which is the part of Prague with the highest amount of Romani people. The first place we visited was the Graficka School, an elementary school with a percentage of Romani children of 85%. Then we met Mrs. Regina Demeterova, a Romani Social worker, with whom we visited two flats, in which Romani families lived. After that we went together with Mrs. Demeterova to the office of Romano Dives, a NGO, which is working with the Roma community in Prague 5.
As our field visit consisted of three different locations, I will divide my field report also in three different parts, as not only our results but also our methods changed according to the different locations. Afterwards I will talk about my expectations and hypothesis, I had before, and what I found out about them.
The School: 
At first we visited the Graficka elementary school, where we met with the head teacher of the school, Ms. Rosova. After the welcome speech we were shown around. The image, I got, was the image of a quite modern school. It was clean, there was nice decoration and it got also a computer room with internet access. In addition to this we have seen the counselling centre, which is not normal for an elementary school in Czech Republic. In this counselling room we had the possibility to interview the head teacher and one of the social worker. During this interview we had the possibilities to ask some questions connected to the different topics we were interested in. 
The atmosphere in the school was very friendly. Of course some pupils were curious about us, but in general they seemed to be used to foreigners at their school. Our possibilities to do some real observations were quite limited, as our presence was all the time conspicuous, so that the “normal” school life, we could see, was definitely distorted. In addition to this 8 teachers and several pupils were ill, because of there being a rife flu, so that it was not really a normal day at school. The most information we got during the qualitative interview with the head teacher. We got a lot of information about the life in school, the problems of the Romani pupils and problems of Roma in general. 
The Flats: 
After the visit in the school we went on with Mrs Demeterova, a social worker. She introduced us to two Roma families, who were still living in a street, out of which most Roma were removed. The housing conditions were in this case very poor. The families were both living in one room and a kitchen. In one of the flats was no water and the ceiling was coming down. 
I must say, that I did not feel very comfortable during our visit in the flats. Our presence was at no point hidden and I did not have the feeling that the families were in any way informed about our visit, so I felt very unpleasant to disturb them at home in their privacy, although on the other hand our surprise gave us the possibility to see the unconcealed reality. Furthermore I felt uneasy, as the families started rightly to complain about their situation.
The Office of Romano Dives: 
After that we went with Mrs. Demeterova to the Office of Romano Dives to meet with the former social worker Mrs Bozena Viragova. We were invited in their office, where we had the possibilities to talk about their work and experiences as a social worker with Romani people. The atmosphere in the office was very friendly and we were free to ask what ever we wanted to ask. Our informants were very open and gave us lots of information. During the break we had the possibility to talk to the two social workers and to our teachers to get answers to our individual questions. 
Expectations and Hypothesis:
Beforehand I was very excited about this field visit. I think it was a good idea to move from theory to reality, because I think not only me but also most of my classmates had not been in contact with Roma so often. We learned a lot during the lectures, but going in the field to get an own impression is highly helpful, when you deal with social issues.

In the lecture before the field visit we dealt with the topic of Roma identity. This topic caught my attention and so I decided to choose it as my topic for the field visit. At first I was interested in the word identity itself. What does it mean to Roma? Do they feel Roma, Czech, maybe both or even something different? Depending on the answer I would have liked to know, why they feel this way and which are the features, which constitute this feeling of Identity? Additionally I was interested in the channels through which their identity is socialized. Is it the family or are there other institutions, which play an important role?
Besides I was also interested in their opinion towards the term “Roma Nation”, then towards the treatment by the Czech government and by the Czech people and finally their opinion about the policy by the European Union towards Roma.

Findings: 
At first I would like to say, that I learned a lot during the day, not only about my topic, but also a lot about Roma in general. Sometimes it was hard to find the right words or the right moment to pose a question. There was even so much information demand, that not every question could be answered.

What I found out during the interviews partly confirmed what I have read before and partly it surprised me. Right now there is no such thing as a Roma Identity, although it is developing, as the idea of Romani Nation is quite new. There is not a lot of cooperation between the Roma and their organizations in Prague, so that maybe even the different Roma of Prague feel very different. Another problem is the never ending Roma integration of different origins. By this they get more and more diversified and the feeling of a common identity gets more and more lost. If we consider the international level, the diversity is even wider. It might even happen, that Czech Roma look down on Romanian Roma. The gap is huge and the problems are different. Though Romano Dives is partly financed by the European Union the cooperation on the European level is exiguous.
While some Romani people already feel as citizen of Prague, who adapt a lot of their way of life, most Czechs are still prejudiced against Roma. 80% of the Czechs do not want to live next to a Roma. The discrimination is sometimes so blatant, that it ends up in open insulting on the streets or in public transports. Even one of the social worker said, that she sometimes colors her hair to be less eye-catching. Other indications of discrimination are the poor housing conditions, under which some Roma are living.
The parental home is not inevitably the channel, through which tradition, language and roots are transmitted. Around 50% of the Romani children at school do not speak a Romani language at home, as they are on the one hand maybe just not able anymore to speak it, but on the other hand they feel ashamed of their background. It seems to be the school, which reminds the children of their roots in some clubs in the after school hours or even sometimes in classes. Most of the Romani children do not speak a proper Czech. They use some kind of ethno dialect, which is a mixture of Czech words and Romani grammar. They can understand everything at school, but they have a limited vocabulary, as they are confronted with two languages. Nevertheless there are no problems and no distinguishing between the children at school. The children have a good communication and relation towards each other. The problem is that the percentage of Romani children increased rapidly in the last years. The tendency is clearly a growing segregation, which leads to a problem, after the children finish school and have to survive in society.
However, the Roma start to realize their problems. They start caring about the education of their children and they start hard working hard on their career, as this seems to be the only way to get accepted in Czech Republic. Roma feel to as if they have to prove to be good and to refute prejudices as prejudices and nothing else. One problem, which occurs in connection with this phenomenon, is that successful Roma might be appreciated by other Roma but are therefore excluded from the traditional Roma families. In the interviews we learned the expressions of “good” and “bad” Roma families, whereas the “good” ones work hard, cause no problems, are honest and well educated. The exact meaning of these expressions remained unclear for me, but it is clear, that a successful career with a Roma identity is hard to combine.
Summing up: 
Although I would have liked to learn more about the Roma identity at first-hand, I am satisfied with the field visit. I think it might have been good to speak more with Roma people in the street, than in some offices. It was good to see the school and the office of Romano Dives, but the interviews, which dominated our field visit, could have been conducted also elsewhere. In addition to this I would like to see more and different places to improve my impressions and to see maybe everything from some different angles. The school, we visited, is serves maybe as a good example, as it is visited often by foreigners. I would like to speak also maybe to some officials of the city, a supervisor of the school, some Romani families or some non-Romani families. 
The impression we got was very valuable, but very short or maybe as long as four hours field trip could be. We did not have enough time to talk about our topics in detail. However, the impression, I got, is that there is still a lot of work to do to improve the situation of the Roma in Czech Republic and in the rest of the world.
