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Fieldtrip report

A. Descriptive Introduction: The fieldtrip, which took place as part of the class European Policies and Practice II: Focus on Roma, enabled us to get an insight into different Roma social aspects. In the course of the fieldtrip we visited Grafická School where we talked to the head teacher Ms. Rosova and a counselor about the situation of Roma children in Smíchov. Then we went on with Romani Social Worker, Regina Demeterova, and had a look at the living conditions under which Roma life in Plzeňská street. At the end of the field trip we all gathered at the office of Romano Dives and met with Mrs. Bozena Viragova a former social worker and the first Roma advisor who started in 1992. Nowadays she is part of the ethnic commission in Prague 5. Even prior to the fieldtrip I was very interested in the question whether Roma are integrated well in Prague society. That question already arouse when I was told that there is a sizeable number of Roma living in Prague. During my stay in Seville I had observed that Roma where blatantly discriminated in public, and could not be considered to be integrated in Andalusian society. Adding to this personal knowledge I came across very interesting facts in the reading of Will Guy. He states that the anti-discrimination and integration measures gained importance in large part in order to fulfil the membership criteria of the EU. That implies that efforts made and administrative measures taken have no been applied for a long time. This recent development gave me another reason to observe the fieldtrip under the scope of whether the rapid changes in legislative measures were also able to affect people’s minds in society and their attitude towards discrimination. As I rather doubted that people’s minds can be changed over such a short amount of time, I decided to scrutinize the fieldtrip assuming that Roma are still not integrated into Czech society. Whereby the term integrated should imply that they are treated the same way “white” Czechs are and given the same opportunities. In order to analyse this thesis I focussed on the topics of education, housing and discrimination.

B. Methods: The main means to conduct or field trip was observation and at the same time differentiated, preferably objective listening to what we were told. Thereby it should be mentioned that we relied upon Mrs. Laubeova translating Czech into English. Regarding the means of hearing I would like to remark that the information received should always be treated in context of the person interviewed. Thereby job, position, entrepreneur, cross linking to other organisations, can play a decisive role. Due to shortage of time it was not possible that every participant could ask his/her question, but the possibility to ask questions was given and even well availed. 

C. Present or describe relevant data: During the first part of the fieldtrip the head teacher of Grafická School gave us an introduction on the school and what is done to provide Romani children with the same education as “white” Czech children. Entering the old but well restored school building, very nice drawings and bricolages which cover the walls caught the eye. Unfortunately I do not know what regular Czech schools look like, but compared to German schools Grafická would be considered a very well equipped and supported school. This impression was also fostered by the fact that the headmaster mentioned further restoration of the school to its prior state, whereby the next step would be the replacement of the doors by old true to original ones. In the office of the counsellor she went on telling us that 85% of students attending Grafická are of Romani origin. This high percentage as she explained reflects the general living situation in Smíchov. In the first place she did not consider this fact due to ethnic segregation, what an outstanding person might rather suspect. Instead she went on mentioning that the children feel very comfortable at school without having the impression of being discriminated. By the time a student addressed her and asked whether Czech “white” students are taken out of school because of the Romani majority, she first seemed to sidestep the question reassuring the good integration at the school. But then she drew near the question explaining that there have not been so many Czech students taken out of school, but it is noticeable that every year less and less Czech “white” students are enrolled in first grade. Another phenomenon which allows to allude to the way of integration in Czech society occurred when classes in Romani language were offered. There was not even one student interested in participating. For the headmaster that was not a surprising fact. She had already realized for a long time that Roma loose more and more interest in their own cultural habits and language. By now, she said only in less then 50% of the Roma students Romani is spoken at home. Observing those developments the school tries to remind the Roma of their own culture requesting them not to be ashamed of their roots, because integration in society does not mean to deny ones origin and assimilate, as it seems to be perceived by the majority of Roma. This impression probably does not come out of nowhere. It gives reason to speculate that there might most likely be no space or wide acceptance for Roma culture in Czech society. Despite the fact that for 90% of Romani students it is not possible to attend a secondary school the head teacher insists that in Grafická School it is different and these numbers cannot be applied. As it is also mentioned later on by Regina Demeterova, social worker, it is impossible for some Romani children to have the same educational opportunities as the majority of “white” Czechs. Only regarding the fact that in extreme cases the children do not only have to face alcoholism, domestic violence, drug abuse, prostitution, unemployment, and poverty more frequently, they sometimes even have to share a 12 m² with 15 other persons. Therefore it seems obvious that they might have difficulties concentrating on their studies. The housing conditions, not as bad as mentioned by Demeterova, but still shaking could be looked at in Plzeňská street. There, after entering an old ramshackle backyard we were able to look at two flats with Romani lodgers. Entering the downstairs flat, the cleanliness caught the eye immediately but it could not distract, from the light mouldy smell which waved downwards from the big mold stain in the kitchen ceiling. There are supposed to live three people in the flat, more precise in a kitchen around 12 m² and a living room with another 12 m². As we were told later on the families are still considered to be lucky, because the other Romani families who have lived there before as well, were booted out by the landowner, who is planning to empty the whole house in order to upholster and provide it for different strata of society, which bring more profit. This is one of the most frequent problems, also says Bozena Viragova, who is also the contact person and at the same time head of the organisation Romano Dives. Most of Roma are moved out because they are not able to pay the rent, which is not surprising by 90% unemployment only among Roma. Adding to that the landowners’ reaction become more logical taking into consideration a survey in which “white” Czechs were asked whether they cared to have Gipsy neighbours. The astonishing result was that not even one was willing to have a Gipsy neighbour. The problem which goes along with housing nowadays is different from the days of communism. Back then, Romani were guaranteed to get an apartment anytime, whereas today Romani receive social support up to one year and after expiration they have no more right for support. After a short time accommodation they are offered no alternatives by the state nor do they have any entitlement. Used to the communist era where the regime cared for support, Roma themselves are not up to take action about their own situation. In Prague 5 it was for example the case that all state owned houses were sold due to economic interests and only 200 were kept for social housing. The main interests is to move out Roma of the centre in order to create room for foreigners who bring devices to Czech Republic, following the general trend in Prague. There it can also be seen that the government does not provide a shield for a minority which make up 0.3% of Prague’s inhabitants.
 Besides spatial segregation and educational disadvantage direct social discrimination also plays an important role, if not even the biggest because it also plays along with the prior mentioned facts. Talking about this issue Viragova mentioned that there was a time when she dyed her hair only for the purpose not to be recognized as a Romani in public right away. She also added that Viragova herself and women in her Romani environment try to avoid using public transport by night. They feel severely discriminated and rather move with caution because of stories heard or even own experiences. Another means that Roma use to hide their origin is in the occasion of mix-marriage, which becomes more and more common. They appreciate to takeover the husband’s surname. At the same time the discrimination situation can also not be depicted in an only one-sided manner, there are also cases where integration worked out well. That is also how Viragova would describe her situation, as she was one of the few Roma who managed to attend secondary school and got integrated into a “white” environment where she felt appreciated. Looking back she states that she has the impression that she had to work harder for what she has achieved than any “white” student, being confronted with prejudices which she had to rebut.

D. Representation/Reflections: The latter mentioned facts on discrimination stroke me very much. Taking the European human rights commissioners’ report (29.03.2006) of Alvar Gil-Robles
 into account, I did not expect a perfect integration scenario, but the fieldtrip made it very clear to me that still a lot has to be done in order to abolish social isolation towards Roma so that they would be considered equal citizens. What probably stumbled me the most was that Roma do not have any legitimate entitlement for a flat, and that institutions such as tenants associations do not exist in Prague, which would be the contact person for those kinds of affairs. Another problem I was not aware of prior to the trip was that performing a field-trip, it is very important to dispose of background information about the people you deal with, especially who is their employer which can make one more precarious with the information given. Only speculating, but the good and well equipped condition of Grafická School and the information on Roma given by the head teacher arouse some suspicion during the field trip. It breeded the impression that Grafická is something similar to a representative school, where additional state money is given to in order to keep up appearances that a lot is done in order to integrate Romani children. 

E. Interpretation: Throughout the fieldtrip it became apparent that Roma integration is still not a completed process. The high-percentage of Roma children attending Grafická School and the disjunctive enrolment of “white” Czech students are an evidence for social segregation. This fact comes along with spatial segregation, as Czechs provide a general tendency not willing to live with Roma. Therefore Roma are more and more pushed away from “white” living areas and only, if it is even the case, being offered rotten housing, in rather shabby neighbourhoods. As they are also discriminated in the job market, either for reasons of low qualification or ethnical discrimination, many of them are not able to pay their rent and face the risk of being turned adrift. The information discovered in the field report leads to the perception of a vicious cycle. I honestly wonder what has to be done in order to break this phenomenon away and what are the actual political and administrative means not on the EU level but the Czech Republic state level in order to improve the situation?

F. Very brief closing reflections: Concluding from the given facts the thesis that integration of Roma in into Prague society is not accomplished, can be verified. As long as Roma women do not feel free to use public transport at night time or are even influenced concerning their style of living one cannot speak of freedom of action which is guaranteed in Czech constitution in the charter of fundamental rights and freedoms.
 This is not the only aspect which supports the thesis. Also the other aspects mentioned above lead to the discovered result. It can be considered representative from the point of view that different institutions have been visited, that are not financed by one employer. On the other hand a significant field report can only be obtained by more intensive research over a longer amount of time. Through the means of time the Roma families visited would have the possibility to develop a more confidential relationship towards the researcher and might then also feel up to provide a deeper insight into everyday problems which are not visible at first sight. The only problem I faced carrying out the field report was, that during visiting the families I had the impression of invading into the privacy of people. I tried to put myself into their situation, and if I were part of a Roma family I would not be disposed to, expressing in extreme terms now, to let a bunch of strange students have a look at my flat, comparable to a zoo visit. Taking into account that I would never even dare to ask strange people whether I could have a look at their home. Of course I am aware of the fact that observation is a very important means to perform such a field report, but I think it is more adequate by getting to know the family for a longer amount of time and not appearing as one big group of people.
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