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Roma in Turkey

The Roma exist in Turkey as they exist elsewhere in Europe; at the margins of society. The Roma are known to have entered Europe through Turkey, where many of them remain today. According to Ekuklu et al (415). unofficial records indicate that the number of Roma living in Turkey is approximately 500,000. In addition, due to Ottoman historical ties, many of the Roma who live in the Balkans today are both Turkish-speaking and Muslim. 

Historical Background

The first accounts of Roma in present-day Turkey stretch to the time of the Byzantine Empire, when record was made of their presence in Anatolia in the 9th century, having arrived from Persia. There is also linguistic evidence that the Roma stayed for quite some time in Armenia. What is believed to have inspired the Roma to move on were the Seljuk raids against the Byzantine Empire. In Greek the Roma were referred to as Atsinganoi. The term Atsinganoi in turn is the origin of several of the different ways Roma are called today, i.e. Tsigane, Zigeuner, Çingene, Cigányok, ect. (MSN Encarta, Entry: Gypsies) 

The work of Marushiakova and Popov suggests that as time went on, the Roma became part of the emerging and expanding Turkish society. 

There is a wealth of historical information about the gypsy presence in Balkan lands during the Period of the Ottoman Empire. In the fourteenth century many gypsies came to the Balkans with the Ottomans, either serving in the army in various ways or simply as camp followers. Thereafter, the
civil status of Gypsies in the Ottoman Empire is somewhat complex since the occupied a unique position in the overall social and administrative organization of the empire. Despite the classification of subjects into categories, the faithful as opposed to the gentiles, Gypsies had their own
special dual status outside the two categories. Gypsies were classified on the basis of their ethnicity, an anomaly for the Ottoman Empire, with no clear distinction between Muslim and Christian Gypsies. On the whole, gypsies shared the subordinate position of the local non-Gypsy population. The only exceptions were that Muslim Gypsies and those who worked for the army enjoyed some minor privileges.

In spite of their relative subordination many Gypsies preserved ethnic and cultural characteristics such as a nomadic lifestyle and some traditional occupations. Yet at the same time, many others began to establish themselves
in towns and villages, and by the fifteenth century, there were settled Gypsies in the Balkans who made a living as agricultural laborers in the villages, and unskilled workers, petty craftsmen, or service providers in the towns. (Marushiakova and Popov, 42) 

Overall, the Roma in the Ottoman Empire enjoyed a better life than in the rest of Europe, in that they were no exclusionary or persecutionist policies aimed at them within the Ottoman Empire. Feudal bondage of the Roma did persist however because the Hungarian and Romanian Roma that were serfs and slaves at the time Ottoman conquest, remained in bondage. 

The descendants of the Ottoman Empire Roma are today referred to as Xoraxane Roma, and live in Turkey, Bulgaria, and the Balkans. They are both Muslim and Turkish-speaking. Outside of Turkey the Xoraxane Roma generally prefer to identify themselves as Turks. In Bulgaria, sources indicate that Xoraxane Roma are part of the Turkish emigration back to Turkey. In Turkey, the Roma are largely concentrated in Thrace. (Marushiakova and Popov, 43)

Today

As with Roma everywhere, the Roma in Turkey face poverty, difficult times, discrimination, and lack of education. According to descriptions given by the European Roma Rights Center, the conditions that the Roma in Turkey endure are somewhat similar to that of other European countries. With taken into account however, it can still be said that Roma in Turkey enjoy a better history, as well situation relative to the non-Roma society at large than almost anywhere else on the European continent. 

In Turkey, the Roma are not recognized as a minority, while Jews, Greeks, and Armenians are. 

According to the Lausanne Treaty of 1923, only non-Muslims are recognized as minorities by the Turkish government. There is no reference to ethnicity or race, aside from Article 38… (European Roma Rights Center: Roma in Turkey http://www.errc.org) 

The omission of recognition and protection for Muslim minorities in Turkey affects not only the Turkish Roma, but Kurds as well. 

As stated above it is believed, by most sources that there are around half a million Roma in Turkey, however numbers from different sources range from 300,000 to 2.5 million. As with Roma in other countries across Europe, the Roma in Turkey are difficult to count because only a fraction of them actually admit their ethnicity. In essence there may be many hidden Roma or half-Roma in Turkey as well. It is easier for the Roma to blend into the Turkish population than the Eastern European populations for several reasons. Theses reasons include:

· More of a similarity in tone and skin color between Roma and non-Roma than elsewhere in Europe.

· The Roma have been in Turkey longer than any other European countries, in some parts of the country, they have been there longer than the Turks, thus there is a higher level of familiarity with Turkish culture.

· The Roma in Turkey are the same religion as the Turks, in a nation whose identity was shaped largely by religion. 

(European Roma Rights Centre. http://www.errc.org) 

Education

In Turkey, Roma face barriers in education. According to The European Roma Rights Centre which examined several mostly urban Roma neighborhood, ghettos, and settlements, the largest obstacle to the education of Roma children is financial. More specifically, the cost of tuition and the cost of school supplies act as an obstacle reports the Centre. In examining the circumstances of the urban Roma in Turkey, this cost-barrier situation comes in the context of extreme poverty amongst the aforementioned Roma, where family income is consumed entirely by the more basic life necessities.

Yet another obstacle to the education of Roma children is the constant eviction of Roma families from their homes. In some communities eviction come annually in others bi-annually, while in others there is no set time pattern to the eviction of the Roma from their homes by the authorities. Evictions happen because in many Roma settlements, the homes are not officially registered and zoned, while in others only some of the homes are. (European Roma Rights Centre. http://www.errc.org)

All together the educational situation vis-à-vis the Roma in Turkey is quite similar to that of other European countries, with the exception that recently language rights have been expanded so that there now exists the possibility of some use of Roma language, although mainly for non-Roma to learn Romanes, or to facilitate learning of Turkish

Housing

According to the European Roma Rights Centre, Turkey’s Roma find themselves marginalized in terms of housing in most Turkish cities today. Roma live in both officially registered and unregistered housing. Unfortunately there are no statistics available analyzing how many people live in which type of settlement.

Registered housing generally consists of urban ghettos which, although in questionable physical shape, offer some stability in terms of safety from evictions by the authorities. They also tend to be ethnically mixed providing social contact between Roma, Turks, and Kurds. In addition, these neighborhoods offer running water and electricity at least some of the time.  (European Roma Rights Centre. http://www.errc.org) 

As bad as this situation seems, it is however slightly better than the situation under which Roma live in many of the other countries on the European continent in the sense that in some of environments in which Turkish Roma live, they have daily interactions through shared living space with both the mainstream population, and other minorities such as Kurds. 

Unregistered housing tends to consist largely of improvised shacks and tents with no little or no access to electricity and running water, generally reminiscent of Brazilian favelas, which surround most major Brazilian cities. These also tend to be unsanitary areas due to lack of garbage collection. It is also worth mentioning that the structural integrity can vary widely from brick shacks with cement foundations, to makeshift tents constructed from scavenged materials. An eyewitness account of an unregistered settlement in Istanbul describes furnished by the website of the European Roma Rights Centre reports:

The shacks I entered had gas burners/heaters. Some of the shacks had cement floors, while the tents had dirt floors. Garbage was littered throughout the settlement and the broken glass and bricks from half- demolished homes were strewn everywhere (European Roma Rights Center, http://www.errc.org).

The same eyewitness account also mentions other unregistered Roma housing, and paints an image of them being made up of small numbers of makeshift tents.

A large problem for the Roma community in Turkey is eviction from unregistered housing. After eviction, their homes are often bulldozed or dissembled. Evictions cause many disruptions in Roma life, causing a break in the children’s schooling, loss of personal possessions, and forcing the Roma to either rebuild their homes, or to move away from the settlement, which in some instances is tied inseparably to their economic activity. 

The evictions also come occasionally with violence against the Roma community, causing a worsening of relations between the Roma community and law enforcement community as well as society at large.

(European Roma Rights Centre. http://www.errc.org)

Employment

Although generally speaking, accurate employment data for Roma is not available, unemployment amongst Turkish Roma is not nearly as severe as local official and media sources would suggest. This is due to two main factors. Firstly, a large number of Roma are concentrated in the Turkish informal sector. Secondly, employment figures often do not take into account entrepreneurial self-employment, where particularly some of the urban Roma are concentrated (Reyniers, 4).

The concentration of Roma in the informal sector however, varies widely from country to country. The Roma in many countries are approximately as dependent on informal sector employment income as they are on formal sector employment income. (Ivanov 2003). In addition, the UNDP reports that there is a positive correlation between education level for Roma and their participation in the formal economy (UNDP http://roma.undp.sk/reports_contents).
Medical Coverage

According to Ekuklu et al.(416), there is some regional disparity in terms of medical coverage and medical care in Turkey. In light of this, it can be said that if nothing else Turkish Roma are fortunate to be concentrated in Trace, which has higher than average health insurance rates for Turkey. Ekuklu goes on to say that although Turkish Roma have lower than average medical insurance coverage rates for the regions in which they are concentrated, they have higher than average medical compared to the aggregate national population. 

The European Roma Rights Center however records several complaints from Roma living elsewhere, most notably, Istanbul. The Centre reports that the Roma complain not about any discrimination in coverage, insurance, or medical care, but rather the complaint is in relation to their economic marginality, in that the quality of the care that Roma receive is proportional to the amount of disposable income that a household in Turkey can put towards their own medical care. 

Assimilation policies

The Turkish Republic is known for having quite assimilationist policies. This comes in contrast to the Ottoman Empire, under which various ethnic co-existed, and were allowed to continue to practice much of their culture. Modern-day Turkey on the other hand has undertaken several attempts to create Turks where there were none before. Examples of this can be seen with the Pomaki who are in Thrace, whom Turkey claims as Turks, as well as with the Kurds, who the Turks formerly tried to classify as “Mountain Turks,” claiming that they were Turks who lost their original language and culture due to prolong isolation and poverty (IDP Project, http://www.db.idpproject.org).

.

Language Rights

Until 1991, it was illegal in Turkey to write, publish in, or make any official use of languages not officially recognized by in Turkey. Under such conditions, use of Romanes was illegal for all intents and purposes. Not only could education not be done in Romanes, but also newspapers could not be printed in the language. In as far as radio and Television broadcasts:

The 1994 Law on the Television and Radio Organisations and their Broadcasts mandated the exclusive use of the Turkish language except in certain circumstances (IDP Project, http://www.db.idpproject.org).

Based on this law, there were no licensees issued for broadcasting in minority languages in Turkey. For a time the only minority language broadcast in the country was an army-run radio station, which broadcasted in Kurdish. This restrictive situation has changed. The 1994 law has been amended to include “various languages and dialects traditionally used by Turkish citizens” (European Roma Rights Centre. http://www.errc.org). 

According to the Turkish constitution, Turkish is the official, though not the sole educational language.  In 1983 the Foreign Language Education and Teaching Law was introduced, whereby the National Security Council would decide which languages could be used for educational purposes. The end result was that foreign languages could be studied in and taught, but domestic minority languages could not. This situation has also since changed:

In the past year, two legal reform packages have been passed by the Turkish government in its bid for EU membership. These contain provisions that, while not lending official recognition to minorities in the country, acknowledge the existence of such, at least linguistic minorities, and impact on access to basic rights by members of minority groups. Most recently, an amendment to the 1983 Law on Teaching of Foreign Languages and the Learning of the Different Languages and Dialects of Turkish Citizens, No.2934, provides that, while the language of tuition in training and educational institutions in the country must be Turkish, private language courses may be established to facilitate the learning of languages and dialects traditionally used by Turkish citizens (European Roma Rights Centre, http://www.errc.org).  
This fundamental change provides for the possibility within the law for the study of minority languages including Romanes.  

Conclusion:

To conclude the final analysis must be offered that the Roma in Turkey live in a better condition relative to the local non-Roma population, than in most other European countries. While it is true that the Roma experience a level of poverty which is similar to that of Roma in other countries, it must be remembered that Turkey has a lower per capita GDP than most EU member nations. In fact it is roughly a third of German per capita GDP. Hence, it can be said that the income gap between the Roma and mainstream society is not as large in Turkey as it is in other European countries. This smaller income gap in turn, limits the possibility of very heavy ethnic tensions, as well as possibilities for crime and repression police repression between the Roma and local mainstream society.  

Furthermore it must be said that the Roma are not the most heavily discriminated and/or worst-off minority in Turkey. The Kurds are. This comes as a stark and meaningful difference from their counterparts in countries such as Slovakia, Hungary, and the Czech Republic. At the very least, this should have an effect of diverting society’s negative attention away from them.

Lastly, one can examine the history of the Roma in Turkey.  There has never been any large-scale repression of the Roma within Turkey, nor has there been any repressive measures aimed directly at them.. During Ottoman times, it was even possible for the Roma to enjoy some privileges within Turkish society. This in turn should have an at least slightly positive psychological effect as compared to 8-10 centuries of repression, restriction, and genocide that took place on the rest of the European continent.
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