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Roma People:
Background

History and

The Roma People and related minority
communities constitute Europe's
largest and most vulnerable minority
and are present in nearly all member
states. There are an estimated 10-12
million Roma in Europe, particularly in
Bulgaria (10.33% of total population),
Republic of Macedonia (9.59%),
Slovakia (9.17 %), Romania (8.32%),
Serbia (excluding Kosovo) (8.18%)
and Hungary (7.05%). Turkey,
Albania, Greece and Spain are other
countries where they constitute close to
3 % population of the total. Well over a
million Roma live in North and South
America today, with the Kalderash clan
forming the majority. Of the Romani
populations across the world, there is
no official, reliable count. Part of the
reason for this is their own refusal to
register their ethnic identity in official
censuses for fear of discrimination,
complexity of determining who is a
Roma and reluctance on the part of
some governments to count Roma
People for fear that it will lead to
political movements to remediate
discrimination against them.
Tracing the early history of the Romas
is like unravelling a conundrum of
information lying scattered. The Roma
are known to have made an appearance
in Europe speaking an Indian language,
but there is no sure trace of their
passage across the Middle East. Their
language proves to be the key to the
route of their travels as they may have
borrowed words from the various
peoples they met during their sojourn
westward. In fact genetic studies in

recent years substantiate this by
demonstrating that, despite inter
marriages; the ancestral line of most of
Europe's Roma groups can be traced to
the Subcontinent.
There have been arguments among
scholars about the period and manner
in which they left India, but it is
generally accepted that they did
emigrate from northern India
sometime between the 6th and 11th
centuries, then crossed the Middle East
and came into Europe. Some groups
stayed in the Middle East. The first
Roma groups reached Europe from the
East in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries.
Early Romas were horse traders and
trainers, basket makers, metal-smiths,
woodworkers, singers and musicians.
Whatever they did, they mostly
traversed land to do it. To understand
the Roma problem, it is important to
look at this itinerancy, which is
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characterised by continuous
adjustment and adaptation to a
changing environment.
By most measures, the Roma are a
people or a nation in the strict sense of
the term. They have a dominant
language, a culture and, above all, a
sense of being a people, although they
have sought neither a country nor any
form of political sovereignty or
government structure for their group/
community. Roma identity is
inherently linked with rootlessness.

The Roma People in Europe are a very
diverse group in terms of religion,
language, occupation, economic
situation and way of living; and
although traditionally nomadic, today,
a great majority of Roma and related
groups are sedentary. Dozens of
Romani language dialects are spoken
throughout Europe, and a number of

groups frequently affiliated or
associated with Roma also speak other
European minority languages, such as
Shelta and Yenish.

Roma, Sinti and Kale are the three main
branches. Sinti are found mainly in
German-speaking regions, Benelux
and certain Scandinavian countries,
northern Italy and the south of France
(Provence), where they are known as
Manush. The Kale (commonly known
as “Gypsies”) inhabits the Iberian
Peninsula and North Wales. The term
“Travellers”, used in France,
Switzerland and Belgium, also includes
non-Roma groups having an itinerant
lifestyle. There may be different
communities in the same country: so
for example, in Germany and Italy, the
communities are referred to as “Roma
and Sinti”.During the Byzantine
Empire, Roma groups migrated from
India to Europe via Persia, Armenia and
Asia Minor. The eastern branches of the
Roma are still found in the Caucasus,
Turkey and the Middle East, where they
are referred to as “Lom” or “Dom”.

The variation in Roma reality is also
enormous. The historical experience of
various groups, their encounters,
stopping-places, routes travelled and
intersected, and the diversity of their
contacts with constantly changing
surroundings, have given rise to a great
range of cultural and social
characteristics within various groups –
and this continues to evolve. Even so,
there seems to exist a feeling of
closeness and community; for example,
in some groups the saying 'sem Roma
sam' ('we are Roma, after all') is
frequently cited to emphasize Roma
identity and in praise of cherished
group values (hospitality, generosity,
friendship), to soothe interfamily
tensions or as an expression of a desire

to unite in the face of adversity brought
about by non-Roma.

Issues of vulnerability and
marginalisation
The Roma are at the bottom of the
European ethnic heap, under-housed,
undereducated, underemployed,
underserved, underrepresented and
actively discriminated against by
landlords, employers, school
administrators and governments. Their
socio-economic condition differs
across different countries but nowhere
is their situation good.

The history of European repression
against the Roma goes back several
hundred years – following the Roma
migration from the Indian subcontinent
between the 11th and 14th centuries.
There are records of enslavement,
enforced assimilation, expulsion,
internment and mass killings.

One of the first instances of
discrimination faced by the Roma
People settled in Europe was during the
15th-17th centuries, under the Ottoman
Empire in Central Europe. In Western
Europe too they were marginalised and
persecuted. In the 18th century, which
was incidentally the period of the
“Enlightenment” in European history,
the Roma faced new forms of
discrimination: in Spain they were
interned, in the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, various laws ordered their
forced assimilation. In Russia,
however, they were considered as equal
subjects of the Tsar and were
accordingly granted all civil rights. A
second wave of migration took place in
the 19th century, with Roma groups in
central and Eastern Europe leaving for
other parts of Europe. Some even
crossed the sea. In 1860, Roma slavery
was abolished in the Romanian
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principalities. Nevertheless, at the end
of the 19th and beginning of the 20th
century, discrimination became more
intense, largely in those regions which
had been part of the former AustroHungarian Empire.

Discrimination reached its peak during
the Second World War, with a genocide
orchestrated by the Nazis; nearly
500,000 Roma and Sinti were
massacred by the Third Reich. During
the Nuremberg Trials, no mention was
made of this genocide and no assistance
or compensation was given to the Roma
who had survived the concentration
camps. Migration of Roma from
Eastern Europe to Western Europe and
then to the United States, Canada and
Australia, was initially part of the
movement of migrant workers. With
the collapse of the Soviet Union and its
satellites, and the disintegration of
Yugoslavia, this took on much larger
proportions. The wars in the Balkans in
the 1990s affected the Roma in myriad
ways: they were war victims; they were
expelled (in particular from the
province of Kosovo in 1999) and were
granted only “economic refugee” status
in the countries of destination. These
events must have had spiritual and
cultural repercussions on their social
fabric.

Human rights violations
The Roma community is the largest
ethnic minority in Europe and is a
definitely situation of social exclusion
and wide-ranging poverty experienced
by a significant proportion of them.
Over several decades, the analyses
presented in reports compiled for
numerous international institutions, as
well as studies undertaken by various
nongovernmental organizations, have
all converged and condemned one
aspect: the difficult conditions in which

Roma families live, or are forced to
live.

several occasions over a short period of
time.

Examples of direct or indirect
discrimination in children are
abundant: exclusion from formal
schooling is reported in a number of
European states and ranges from
complete exclusion from mainstream
schools to school truancy and
abandonment. Roma children are often
over-represented among the children
placed in out-of-family care, including
in institutional, foster care and for
residential schools for children with
mental challenges. Roma children are
in some cases removed from their
families on the sole ground that homes
are not suitable and stable or that
economic and social conditions are
unsatisfactory and in some countries,
this was a result of communist- era
policies where in the state was
promoted as superior to parents in
raising children. Roma are reportedly
trafficked for various purposes
including sexual exploitation, labour
exploitation, domestic servitude,
illegal adoption and begging. Roma
women and children are seriously overrepresented as victims in all forms of
trafficking.

Challenges affecting the inclusion of
Roma in the labour market are
numerous and result in the near
complete exclusion of Roma and
Travellers from decent work in Europe.
Despite positive efforts in some
countries towards inclusiveness, levels
of unemployment among Roma and
Travellers in Europe are invariably
higher than among non-Roma. They
face discrimination in access to hotels,
discotheques, restaurants, bars, public
swimming pools and other recreational
facilities, as well as in access to services
crucial for small business activity, such
as bank loans.

Discrimination in access to housing
often takes forms such as denial of
access to public and private rental
housing on an equal footing with
others, and as refusals to sell housing to
the Roma. Many Roma People
continue to live in sub-standard
conditions in most European countries,
without heat, running water or
sewerage. Due to lack of adequate
recognition of tenure there is always the
risk and threat of forced eviction. In
some countries, the number of
evictions has seen an increase in recent
years, often targeting the same migrant
Roma families, including children, on

One would seldom find a Roma in
elected bodies at local, regional,
national and supra-national level. Their
participation is limited in the European
parliaments, with the exception of
certain countries in central and southeast Europe. In some countries, the
numbers of local representatives –
including mayors and local councillors
– appear to have been rising over the
past decade but even then the
proportion is extremely low by
comparison with their representation
among the population-at-large.

In the absence of a formal
administrative existence, social
exclusion only worsens.

Many factors contribute to hindering
Roma access to documents and
effective citizenship, including armed
conflicts and forced migration,
breaking down of the former countries
(like Yugoslavia), extreme poverty and
marginalisation and, above all, the lack
of genuine interest on the part of
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authorities to address and resolve the
issues. Restrictive citizenship laws
have created additional obstacles with
many Romas not being considered as
nationals by any state and are
frequently denied basic social rights
and freedom of movement with the
problem particularly acute in the
western Balkans.

There is a range of avoidable injustices
suffered by the Roma community,
particularly with regard to health, and
this sprouts from a range of issues inadequate access to housing,
education, employment and other
needs, barriers to Roma access to
health services. Even in instances
where services are available, there is
discrimination and a lack of adaptation
to efficiently use these services. The
precarious health situation among the
Romas is not reflected in reliable and
up-to-date statistics or data, a fact
which further hinders the planning of
targeted interventions designed to
reduce and ultimately eliminate
inequality.

The Roma community is particularly
vulnerable to the effects of social
conditions on health. Roma
populations living in rundown
neighbourhoods, sub-standard housing
or shanty towns and those with less
access to health-care and social
services have deficient health habits,
high morbidity rate and lower life
expectancy vis-a-vis other Romas in
the state or Europeans at large. Roma
women suffer discrimination at three
levels: for being women in a
patriarchal society, for belonging to an
ethnic minority affected by negative
social perception and for belonging to a
culture whose gender values have been
associated almost exclusively to the
function of mother and spouse.

The health inequities faced by the
Roma People must be tackled with an
understanding that Roma health is not
merely to be resolved by national health
systems and health professionals but
addressed concurrently in all social
fields and by all stakeholders. Intersectoral policies in education, training,
labour market inclusion, housing and
health must be implemented; the Roma
population must actively participate in
all processes of intervention; health
programmes targeting the Roma
population must be normalised and
strengthened along with adopting a
gender perspective and youth
empowerment.

More remains to be done in order to
achieve respect for the rights of the
Roma minority. In many ways Roma
demonstrate better adaptation to, both
present and to future ones, than other
sections of the population: due to their
economic flexibility, geographic
mobility, in-family education, and
communal lifestyle linking the
individual into a network of reciprocal
security, giving him or a sense of
identity. There are possibilities for
concerted action. After six centuries in
Western Europe, the Roma Population
is still waiting for a coherent, respectful
policy concerning them to be drawn up
and applied.

Roma Organisations and Response
of the World Community
The history of Roma organizations
goes back a long way, and has passed
through a number of stages. In the
aftermath of the Second World War,
there is hardly a state in Europe in
which Roma organizations have not
emerged. In conjunction with the
profound transformations taking place
in the states of Central and Eastern
Europe since 1989, there has been a

mushrooming of Roma associations
there, and these are taking their place in
the political arena; the number of
associations is on the rise in Western
Europe too.

At an international level, the Comité
International Tsigane (International
Gypsy Committee) was founded in
1967; which organized the first World
Gypsy Congress (London, 1971) with
delegates from 14 countries and
observers from world over. A new
international organization, Romano
Ekhipe (Romani Union) emerged from
the second Congress held in Geneva in
1978 which got full Consultative Status
in the UN in 1993. The organization has
also set up a cultural foundation,
Romani Baxt, with its headquarters in
Warsaw, and is gradually establishing
branches further afield.

Since the early 19902, the International
Romani Union has played an
increasingly important role as a
pressure group. The Roma political
movement is taking shape on other
continents as well. The International
Roma Federation was founded in 1993
in the United States, with the aim of
intensifying cooperation between
Roma in the US with those in Europe.
There are also organizations in Latin
America and Australia.

In May 1989, the member states of the
European Union passed a significant
resolution that “acknowledges and
recognizes that Roma culture has
formed part of the European heritage,
and this places a duty on the
international authorities and
governments of the member states to
provide this culture and language with
the means, not merely to survive, but to
develop”.
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Public misunderstanding of Roma
tends to have a direct impact on policies
affecting them. Policies towards Roma
often always constitute a negation of
the people, their culture and their
language, and this can be broadly
grouped into three categories:
exclusion, containment, and
assimilation.

2005-15 was declared as the Decade of
Roma Inclusion and the aim was to end
discrimination and ensure Roma equal
access to education, housing,
employment, and health care. An
overview of the activities of the past
few years shows that European
institutions have responded positively
and member states are taking an active
stance with respect to the Romas. An
encouraging sign is that more and more
states are endorsing international
conventions, particularly those which
open up possibilities for combating
discrimination on ethnic and racial
grounds. Despite the steps takenby
governments during the course of the
Decade, they were far from sufficient to
have any substantial impact, resulting
with the lack of progress on the ground.
If the Decade is to be judged on its own
terms – i.e. its pledge “to close the gap”
between Roma and non-Roma within
ten years – then clearly it has not been a
success. However, all the available
information suggests that education is
the priority area in which the most
progress has been made. Despite a slow
start in designing health-related
policies, available data suggests there
was more progress (albeit slow and
uneven progress) made in health than
employment or housing.

In 2011 the European Commission
adopted in 2011 an EU Framework for
National Roma Integration Strategies
focussing on four key areas: education,
employment, healthcare and housing.

Resulting in development of an EU
framework for national Roma
integration strategies up to 2020. The
EU Framework for National Roma
Integration strategies up to 2020
brought about a change in the approach
to Roma inclusion: for the first time a
comprehensive and evidence-based
framework clearly linked to the Europe
2020 strategy was developed. The EU
Framework is for all Member States
but needs to be tailored to each national
situation. To reduce the health gap
between the Roma and the rest of the
population, the EU Framework calls on
Member States to provide access to
quality healthcare especially for
children and women, and to preventive
care and social services at a similar
level and under the same conditions as
the rest of the population. Following

the analysis of health measures by
2014, it can be concluded that
healthcare and basic social security
coverage is not yet extended to all.
Promising initiatives should be
extended and multiplied to make a real
impact on the ground.

Roma organisations
The decade for Roma inclusion
contributed to the increased movement
of Roma civil society. This led
contributed towards formation of new
Roma CSOs and building their
capacities. In the course of the decade
many organizations strengthened their
capacities, and through their efforts in
practically implementing many decade
projects, raised their international

profiles and won wider recognition for
their achievements. But overall, Roma
participation was judged to be more
form than substance in terms of
outcome and impact. Beyond the
Roma elites and organizations, the
ambition to involve Roma
communities actively in the decade
went unrealized, and the reports from
all participating countries indicated
low levels of awareness and only
sporadic community participation.
Nevertheless this process enabled
Roma civil society to grow and build
capacities and currently there are
numerous profiled Roma CSO which
work on local, national and
international level.
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VIDEO STORY

Vaccines are Still Unavailable for Roma people, ESE Macedonia
This visual reflects the low immunization coverage amongst Roma through
examples such as that of Roma people residing in temporary Roma
settlements. They do not receive any social or other welfare measures for the
children. They do not receive any invitations for vaccination. They live in
extreme poverty and have no means to educate their children. The visual also
outlines that the immunization coverage among the Roma children remains
under the national average. Roma women are visited by outreach nurses only
in 2.5 times relative to 9 time visits for the other population.
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