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When looking at the notion of persistent racial discrimination and its injurious effects internationally today, one would be hard pressed not to take notice of the plight of the Roma in Eastern Europe. The Roma population in this region has long suffered police and popular brutality and exclusion from society by way of the discriminatory policies and actions of the governments. These policies refuse the Roma basic civil rights, political representation, adequate housing, proper education, and equal access to jobs. 

Roma account for five to ten percent of the Eastern European population, yet as of 2001 they held only six parliamentary seats in all of these legislatures, only one of which was representing a strictly Roma/Gypsy party.
 Roma often live in segregated communities – segregated due to some combination of a history of resettlement, discriminatory municipal restrictions, and choice.
 – and in extreme poverty. (World Bank estimates Roma are four to ten times poorer than average citizens.)
   Their dwellings are smaller than the national averages in terms of square footage, but larger in terms of the number of inhabitants, and often do not have access to basic utilities such as power, water, and sewage.

Yet it is the area of unequal access to jobs and the resulting high unemployment rate that will be focused on here as it is arguably the most crippling effect of discrimination to the Roma, one that enters them into an endless cycle of poverty and leaves them dependent upon a state that, until recently, was unwilling to help them. 

To further ground our research, I will focus strictly on the Roma living in Bulgaria rather than explore the situation of Roma across all of Europe. Roma here make up a sizeable portion of the population – estimates range from 9-11 percent or 750,000
 -- and their standard of living is particularly dire,
 yet still representative of what Roma face in other countries. 

To understand how this discrimination and subsequent unemployment affects them, we must first look briefly at who the Roma are, what their history is, and where they fit into Bulgarian society. Then, after examining possible causes of the growing unemployment, such as poor education and job training, and at statistics that illustrate its prevalence and the damage it inflicts, there will be a concluding examination of two recent government initiatives, the Framework Program of Equal Integration of Romas in Bulgarian Society and the Decade of Roma Inclusion, implemented to alleviate this situation. It will then become apparent that there is racial discrimination against the Roma in Bulgaria, characterized by a lack of education and training that results in a growing unemployment rate.

A Brief History

The Roma population of Europe is a long oppressed and excluded segment of society that has been the subject of many studies, but is still widely misunderstood. Debate exists over their exact geographic origin, the time they arrived in Europe, and their current size, among other things, but consensus holds them to be the largest minority in Europe
 and its most deprived ethnic group.
 Numbers fluctuate, but generally accepted estimates say the population of Roma in Europe falls between 7 and 9 million,
 80 percent of which live in countries currently negotiating accession to the EU, including Romania and Bulgaria.

They are believed to have come to Europe from northern India between the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century
 and were initially respected for their metalworking and musical skills.
 Shortly after their arrival, though, there was a shift towards persecution and discrimination and evidence dating back to the twelfth century talks of their trade on the slave market in areas of modern Romania.
 Their nomadic lifestyle made many ruling parties uneasy and was the subject of early attempts at integration – forcibly, sometimes – by the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires,
 but it was not until the modern era and the ideologies of Nazism and Communism that these attempts took on such a violent bent.

For the former, Roma were lumped in with Jews, homosexuals, and others as inferior and thus eligible for mass extermination, and by the time WWII drew to a close over 500,000 Roma had died during the course of Hitler’s reign.
 For the latter, its professions of integration and assimilation sound reasonable on the surface, implying a long awaited inclusion of the Roma into civil society with access to basic rights and services, such as housing, voting, and employment. In reality, though, these were merely less overt and murderous attempts to further oppress the Roma. Bulgarian and Romanian regimes sought to eliminate the classification of Roma altogether.
 Leaders of the former state forced assimilation into society by reassigning Roma people Bulgarian names in exchange for access to social services, while leaders of the latter implemented systems of forced relocation to specially designated areas.

Surprisingly, though, this forcible forsaking of culture and ethnicity did have a positive effect as it exposed the Roma to a wide range of social services they did not have access to previously. The state provided them jobs, gave them housing, and allowed them to attend public schools
 – again, on the surface, seemingly wonderful changes for the improvement of the Roma standard of living. Yet closer examination again reveals a different situation – Roma in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Bulgaria, for example, had to attend classes and schools for mentally retarded children, a practice that continued well after the fall of Communism.

 In terms of jobs the state provided, they were often highly manual, highly unskilled jobs.
 This, combined with the low quality of education they received, set the Roma upon a path towards perpetual manual labor -- physically exhausting and low paying jobs -- that would prove incredibly difficult to alter. Both of these areas will be addressed further in subsequent sections.


It was with the fall of Communism and its creation of myriad freedoms that governments finally began to formally address the discriminatory policies in existence in their countries. Ironically, though, it was with this newfound political support and push for civil liberties that the socioeconomic situation of the Roma actually worsened.
 This stemmed from an elimination of state-guaranteed jobs and the resulting creation of a largely un- or under-educated group of unskilled laborers, one whose initial formation we will examine now.


Education and training

As mentioned earlier, poor education and poor training are the two largest contributors to the growing unemployment rate in Bulgaria and significant indicators of persistent racial discrimination on the part of the government. Illustrative of the former, Roma were continually sent to schools for mentally and physically handicapped people
 or to separate “Roma schools” where they made up over 50 percent of the school population.
 This separation and inequality served to further segregation of Roma from society, both by physically separating them and by reinforcing the racist mentality of their inadequacy.
 

Thus regardless of where they went, evidence shows the quality of Roma education was distinctly lacking and completely untailored to their actual capabilities. This experience often led to an education of a far lower quality than that of other children due both to a looser curriculum and lower expectations
 and to deteriorated facilities and subpar materials.
 Furthermore, it was also an education where the children were unable to master the Bulgarian language
 -- a fact that would further limit their employment opportunities after school.

In spite of or because of this poor quality education, dropout rates among Roma children are quite high, especially after primary school. In Bulgaria, of the 46,000 children that dropout each year, the lion’s share are estimated to be Roma
 and attendance rates are 33 percent lower than the national average.
  More concretely, the percentage of Roma attending pre-school each year is 16 percent.
 In primary school it jumps to 71 percent of the Roma population, but after this attendance drops precipitously down to 6 percent in secondary school.
 It is this latter statistic that further compounds the Roma situation and helps lead to the high unemployment rate. Secondary school, where there is such a prodigious drop in the number of Roma attending, is where students would learn the skills they would need for subsequent jobs, but with the aforementioned rates they are simply not there to learn them.

According to the World Bank these low attendance rates can be partially attributed to economic reasons and partially to cultural ones. For the former, the increased costs of going to school, both for non-compulsory enrollment – in pre-school, for example – and for incidental items – books, uniforms, activities, etc. – can be blamed.
 For the cultural explanation, a 1994 survey found 40 percent of Roma marry before they are 16 and 80 percent do before they are 18.
 This means many will drop out either to work to support the family, to stay home to care for children or do chores, or both.

Thus regardless of the location of schooling, the length of enrollment, or the reasons for leaving, when these kids reach the traditional working age you have a large population of people that are poorly educated and often not fluent in the national language, 94 percent of which have, at best, a primary school-level education.
 

***

To visit the other key issue of training, one that we’ve just shown is closely tied to education, Roma workers possess a highly inadequate skill set to succeed in the job market. Part of this can be attributed to lingering effects of a shoddy education, but it also comes from work experience acquired during the era of Communism. At this time, employment was provided, encouraged, and sometimes required
 and full-time, fully secured jobs with low wages and loads of benefits – including housing, healthcare, and childcare -- were the norm.
 Roma were actively recruited for employment during this period as part of the state’s assimilation campaigns,
 and due to a combination of poor qualifications and direct discrimination,
 the state typically placed them in low-skilled, highly manual manufacturing positions.
 

With the fall of Communism came a divergence from an economy long based on manufacturing to one with an emphasis on the service sector.
 This spawned a concurrent fall in demand for blue-collar workers and physical labor
 and began a shift towards white-collar workers, one that could not be met by unemployed Roma. This is not due to laziness, a popular misconception, as 46 percent of them said they were actively looking for jobs.
  Statistics accredit it mostly to the incompatible skill set, where evidence shows close to 20 percent of the unemployed can’t get jobs simply because of inadequate skills.
 To state this more explicitly, the CERD report from 1996 says, “Three-fourths of the able-bodied Romas are unskilled laborers and one-fifth are semi-skilled workers. Only one-tenth of the Romas are skilled and highly qualified.”
 

Essentially, by the state providing these “cradle to the grave” jobs to the Roma during Communism – jobs that allowed for little or no upward mobility and locked them into these positions for the better part of their lives – they created a culture of dependence that the Roma were ill-equipped to handle when the system of state security disappeared and left them to fend for themselves.

***

All of this eventually leads to a growing unemployment rate of Roma in Bulgaria, one far higher than the national average and a clear product of the discriminatory practices used against them for decades. Due to the low amount of education, the low skill levels, and the existence of discrimination in the job market, Roma are often the first to be laid off.
 To quote the World Bank’s Poverty Assessment, “There is an ‘excess supply’ of poorly educated persons among the unemployed, as there are not enough low skilled jobs to eliminate unemployment.”

Numbers for unemployment vary, typically ranging anywhere from 60-75 percent,
 but it is not unusual to see Roma communities where it hits 100 percent.
 It varies by region, with unemployment rates in the city being lower than those in rural areas,
 and once unemployed they tend to stay there longer, making up a substantial portion of the nation’s long-term unemployed.
 According to the World Bank, the average length of stay in unemployment for Roma in Bulgaria is particularly bad when compared to the rest of the region, with the duration averaging an astounding 51 months.
 

This whole situation is something of a cruelly repetitive and self-reinforcing cycle because it has been shown that the unemployed frequently lose new jobs to those who are already working.
 This begs the question of what can the Roma be expected to do? -- they aren’t qualified or educated enough to effectively compete for jobs and are then passed over for positions because they don’t have jobs in the first place.

Government Reforms

Of late, the government has implemented several programs to address the problems of poor education, training, and unemployment, as well as many of the others mentioned in the introduction – housing, healthcare, political rights and representation. These efforts first began with the fall of Communism in Bulgaria in 1989 but have only gained momentum with its push towards accession into the EU (which is expected to come by 2007). This push has been accompanied by a drastic increase in international scrutiny of Bulgarian policies and its society in addition to increased pressure for radical, wide-ranging reforms and a laundry list of areas to attack.  

Two particular programs from the past ten years specifically address the key topics discussed earlier of discrimination and the unemployment woes of the Roma. They bear further inspection, both because of their varied scope and because they are two of the largest solutions being implemented today. These programs – the Framework Program of Equal Integration of Romas in the Bulgarian Society and the Decade of Roma Inclusion – are sponsored by the EU, World Bank, and a host of other international organizations and countries and look to alleviate the problems of the Roma through formal policy and active reform. The former was initiated by the Bulgarian government and sought to remedy problems only within that country, whereas the latter was the product of multilateral negotiations between eight Eastern European nations and looks to affect change in all of them. 

The Framework Program was adopted in mid-1999 by the Bulgarian Council of Ministers and over 70 organizations from the Roma community.
 It was the product of several years of negotiations between the government and the Roma groups
 and its stated mission was to formally address and eliminate Roma discrimination. The Framework aimed to do this by changing the criminal code, creating state groups to deal with charges of discrimination and human rights violations, and, more importantly, trying to remedy inequalities in employment and the economy.
 Concretely the project hoped to achieve this by desegregating schools and stopping sending Roma children to schools for handicapped individuals, by establishing a state fund to aid businesses employing Roma, and by creating a state body tasked with preventing ethnic discrimination and police brutality.

And while many applauded the inauguration of this long-awaited initiative and its arsenal of impressive goals, an onslaught of criticism has faced it ever since as the Bulgarian government has largely fallen short of its commitments in the eyes of many. After a year, the Human Rights Project and Roma communities charged the government with the following in a joint statement after reviewing the Framework’s progress:

“One year following the adoption, the government did not undertake to accomplish any of the tasks put forward in the Framework Program in the fields of protection against discrimination, economic development, territorial planning, education, healthcare, and culture.”

They went on to say, “Roma continue to be excluded from the decision-making processes,” and “Official statements, which place the Roma issue among the priorities of the government, ring hollow given the fact that the state budget does not envisage any resources to implement the Framework Program.”


In short, nothing had changed much in the time that had elapsed, despite the heightened enthusiasm and support of the international community. The project was another example of something that sounded good on the surface, but belied an entirely other reality beneath. Two years after its inception the Central Europe Review said in a review of the project’s progress in 2001:

 “As regards policies towards Roma, no government has made any significant move beyond the hollow rhetoric. For a short moment of time in 1999, it seemed that the chronic deficit of political will to solve the problems of Roma was over. In the beginning of 2001, two years following the adoption of the Framework Program, it is evident that the chief beneficiary of this document is not the Romani community.”  

And three years on the EU itself said in its 2002 Accession Report for Bulgaria, “Concerning the Roma community, little has been done to remedy problems of social discrimination or to take concrete action to improve very poor living conditions.”


Therefore after years of modest to non-existent change in Bulgaria and similar experiences elsewhere in the region, leaders from the international community gathered and decided to pool their resources. The result was the other main initiative, the Decade of Roma Inclusion. It was entered into by several Eastern European nations in 2003 and was seemingly created in response to the failures of the Bulgarian initiative and parallel projects that had floundered in other countries. 


This agreement, which will not begin activity until 2005,
 will target largely the same problem areas as the Framework attempted to when it began.  Its tentative mission statement reads:

 “The EU and the countries which are joining the EU have declared their intention to eradicate poverty, eliminate discrimination, and reduce social exclusion of minorities, including the Roma. There exist… numerous small-scale initiatives designed to improve the economic status and social inclusion of the Roma population. But there is little systematic sharing of information about the effectiveness and replicability of individual initiatives. There are also no clear targets for the improvements, which are expected at the national level, and frustratingly little documented progress to show for the efforts to date.”

The project was conceived and agreed upon by eight countries with significant Roma populations –Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, Slovakia, and Serbia-Montenegro
 -- where an estimated six million Roma live. (Close to five million of them are set to join the EU with the upcoming rounds of accessions over the next few years.)
 

Relevant to the key areas of discrimination in education and employment, the Decade will look to alleviate these by focusing on reducing the gap in enrollment rates between Roma and non-Roma for primary and secondary school and by adopting legislation prohibiting discriminatory policies and practices.
 The Roma Education Fund has already been formed as part of the program to spearhead these former efforts directly. The Fund’s objective will be “providing additional finance for programs that will help reduce the gap in access to quality education between Roma and non-Roma.”

And whereas the earlier Framework was often criticized for not having any markers to appropriately gauge progress by, the Decade is set to have several “performance targets and interim benchmarks”
 to appropriately monitor success.

Conclusion

Thus there is light at the end of the tunnel and hope is beginning to swell for the Roma population not only in Bulgaria, but across all of Eastern Europe. After decades of repression, both official and otherwise, the Roma are inching closer towards equality and being accepted into a host of societies. International pressure remains steady for the resolution of this topic and the economic futures of many countries, by way of entry into the EU, depend on successful programs of change and inclusion. Therefore much remains to be seen – a lot depends on the implementation and effectiveness of the Decade’s reforms and its ability to reverse decades of cruelly repetitive cycles of exclusion, unemployment, and poverty. 

The Roma in Bulgaria have long been the victims of discrimination and have been singled out by unequal government policies since they were children. They have been the victims of popular racism that still permeates Bulgarian society and reinforces a culture of bitterness and misunderstanding.
 They have been shipped off to schools designed for mentally and physically handicapped children, regardless of whether their intellectual capabilities warranted this or not. They have also been forced to attend special Roma schools where they are segregated from the rest of the population simply by way of their ethnicity. These experiences have left them with subpar educations and limited career options if they remained in school, or far worse if they dropped out, which they often did in large numbers.

This lack of a quality education and a lack of job training left the Roma far outmatched when competing for jobs. During Communism they were provided high labor, low skill jobs, but when that fell they were unable to make the transition to the higher skilled white-collar jobs the economy shifted towards. Due to their limited educations, limited skills, and the existence of lingering discrimination, they were unable to acquire new jobs. 

This led to a burgeoning unemployment rate that continued to grow as the Roma were caught in a vicious cycle of exclusion from jobs – they weren’t educated or skilled enough to get them on their own, and employers tended to fill openings with those who already had jobs, so the Roma lingered in unemployment and grew poorer. This situation continues today and the Roma’s ability to break out of the cycle depends heavily on the current batch of government policies looking to redress these past wrongs. 

The Framework Program offered many in the Roma community hope because of the lengthy negotiations between scores of its organizations and the government and the high international profile of the project, but after close to four years of minimal gains, at best, the Framework foundered. The newest international project, the Decade of Roma Inclusion, offers Roma the best hope for the future and many will be closely watching its inauguration in 2005. For it is only by addressing and eliminating the discriminatory causes of unemployment – shoddy education and job skills training – that Bulgaria can ever hope to reverse the well-entrenched cycles of poverty, exclusion, and bitterness that pervade its society and unburden itself from a tainting legacy of ethnic discrimination.
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