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Introduction

This paper attempts to provide an input for the forthcoming “EU Framework and National
strategy on Roma inclusion”2 regarding the social, economic and political integration of
Romani women. It presents the situation of Romani women by discussing and analyzing the
relevant accessible research data for a more responsive and inclusive policy making. The
analysis of the social position of Romani women as a group will be based upon the interaction
of ethnicity, gender and class (at least). Meanwhile, the analysis also reflects on the
heterogeneity of the Roma populations living in Europe, taking into account the different
situations of the various Roma communities, but also the similarities of the phenomena
affecting the social integration of Roma in different European countries.
Our paper aims to address the shortcomings of existing policy studies, which often dismiss the
specific situation of Romani women. Data on the situation of Romani women is particularly
scarce. However most of the studies, which are disaggregated by ethnicity and gender, show
that Romani women experience greater social exclusion than Roma men, on the one hand, and
the women of the majority community, on the other. Based on the available data Romani
women face intersectional/ or multiple discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, gender and
class.3 They face particularly serious exclusion in the field of employment, education,
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healthcare, housing services; moreover they have a very limited access to the long term care
system, to social benefits, to financial services and in addition to public and political
participation.

Gender equality should be one of the priority areas in the forthcoming strategy:

We believe that gender equality should be one of the priorities, as well as a direct theme in the
forthcoming “EU Framework and National strategy on Roma inclusion”. This document
should follow the legacy of recognizing the obligations of the European Union and its
Member States to comply with international human rights standards on gender equality,
particularly under the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW), as well as legal obligations to ensure equality between women
and men in the EU, as defined in the acquis communautaire of the European Union. 4
The European Commission, Council Directive 2000/43/EC, implementing the principle of
equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin, states that “the
Community should, in accordance with Article 8 (2) of the EC Treaty5, aim to eliminate
inequalities, and to promote equality between men and women, especially since women are
often the victims of multiple discrimination”. Apart from the recognition of multiple
discrimination of the affected women (particularly Romani women), European institutions
have not made further efforts to counter it so far in the binding legal framework6.
The absence of a formally agreed upon definition of multiple discrimination, as well as the
absence of regulation of it, furthermore the inconsistencies between different legislations
dealing with discrimination on various grounds, translates into a situation whereby there is no
legal or policy regulations to tackle discrimination of women from disadvantaged groups who
face several types of discrimination; women from vulnerable groups, such as ethnic minorities
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(Romani women), elderly women and women with disabilities,
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should be assessed and

monitored by EU and national agencies.
The “EU Framework and National strategy on Roma inclusion” apparently includes gender
mainstreaming and requests targeted action to tackle multiple discrimination and the
particular disadvantages faced by Romani women. Furthermore there is a need to monitor the
implementation of these measures with respect to Roma women’s rights and their social
integration, as well as the extent to which gender is incorporated in other national Roma
inclusion strategies and policies

Human rights abuses, violence against Romani women:

Domestic violence:

Expert studies and ethnographic fieldwork show that large numbers8 of Romani women suffer
physical or sexual violence committed by an intimate male partner at some point in their lives.
There are several human rights reports which give accounts of the violence against Romani
women. For example, the research which was carried out by the European Roma Rights Center
and their partner organizations9 in Serbia shows that great number of Romani women have been
victims of domestic violence at the hands of their husbands, in-laws and other family members, in
many cases over long periods of time. Out of 160 Romani women interviewed, 79 did not answer
questions regarding violence against women. The silence is due to the nature of this extremely
sensitive issue. Of the 81 that answered the questions, 63 had suffered, or currently suffer,
violence, while only 18 stated that they had never been victims of violence.
The great majority of violence and human rights abuses against Romani women goes underreported due to a number of factors: First, violence against women is still accepted in some
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patriarchal societies, thus Romani families who mirror social values in an even more
traditional way in regard to this oppressive practice. Secondly, there is a fear of further
stigmatizing the group by exposing intra-group violence. Thirdly, perpetrators of violence
against women are rarely held accountable for their acts, so discouraging women from
seeking legal help. Fourth, as there is a general mistrust between the police and the Roma
communities, Romani women fear further victimisation on the part of the police (and/or
others)10. In addition, similarly as in the case of female victims of the majority society, there
are a number of practical issues that make it virtually impossible for young, uneducated
Romani girls and women to escape these situations. These include lack of alternative housing,
inadequate economic means to survive on their own, and/or lack of employment
opportunities.

Arranged marriage, forced marriage and child marriage

In some Romani communities arranged marriage, child marriage and forced marriage are still
prevalent as „traditional practices”. One of the most enlightening reports on these issues was
written by the Romani Criss staff members, Nicoleta Bitu and Crina Morteanu. Their report
underlines the need for common action, which should be undertaken by the Roma community,
as well as the national authorities, to support Roma children in benefiting from all of their
legal rights and, wherever the case may be, to raise parents’ awareness regarding their
children’s need to enjoy a normal development and to gain social status via their own
choices11.
Arranged child marriage is a human rights violation, which exposes girls to sexual abuse and
exploitation, as well as precluding educational and employment opportunities for girls. Child
marriage also has a significant impact on the health situation of Romani girls. Romani girls
faced increased risk of complications during pregnancy and delivery, which may even lead to
10
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to death. Infant mortality rates are increased and significantly higher when compared with the
non-Roma infant mortality rate.

Trafficking and enforced prostitution:

To date, research and data have been very limited on the issue of trafficking and enforced
prostitution of Romani youth and women in Central and Eastern Europe, despite numerous
reports on trafficking, highlighting the fact that minority groups, particularly Romani
communities (in Europe), or girls who grow up in orphanages (among them, Roma children are
over-represented in East–Central Europe) are affected by this kind of human rights violation.12
The research13, conducted in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia,
by the European Roma Rights Center indicates that Roma are highly vulnerable to trafficking
due to structural forms of discrimination and poverty which result in low socio-economic
status, low educational achievements and high levels of unemployment. Based on information
gathered during primary interviews with law enforcement authorities, anti-trafficking service
providers and Romani and non-Romani NGOs, Roma are perceived to represent 50-80% of
trafficking victims in Bulgaria, 40-80% in Hungary, 70% in Slovakia, up to 50% in parts of
Romania and up to 70% in parts of the Czech Republic. Also, we have to emphasize that very
few Roma were reported to access victim prevention and protection services in the target
countries. In general, prevention of trafficking and forced prostitution does not take place due
to the dramatic decrease of social protection systems which fail to provide appropriate
protection for the Romani women and Romani youth who are most vulnerable to trafficking
and sexual exploitation 14
According to Hungarian women rights NGO activists, “25-30% of prostitutes in Amsterdam15,
and 98-99% in Zurich are Hungarian citizens of whom 80-85% are Romani women16. Based
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on information provided by NGO activists from Zurich and Amsterdam stating that the
majority of women in prostitution have been trafficked and/or exploited. This phenomenon is
one of the most poorly discussed topics even amongst Romani women activists.

Romani women and children threatened by right wing politicians and extreme right groups

There is an increasing violence, threat and intimidation of Romani women and children by
extreme right political groups. Since 2008, in many EU countries extremist political parties
and politicians have sharpened their anti-Romani rhetoric and actions, creating a climate in
which violations against Roma, are more likely to occur with impunity. For example, the
Mayor of a Hungarian town, Edeleny, and a FIDESZ MP, stated during a press conference
that pregnant Romani women hit their bellies with rubber hammers and took harmful
medicines to increase the chances that their child would be born with disabilities in order to
receive increased state financial aid.17 The ‘Hungarian Guard’, a paramilitary organisation
with an explicitly racist agenda, continues to operate openly, despite a decree by the Supreme
Court banning it in 2009. Even today in Hungary in 2011, it is reported by several activists
that Romani women and children are one of the prime target of threats and intimidation by a
neo-Nazi group in the village of Gyöngyöspata18.

Assessing Multiple Disadvantages in Education

It is a widely accepted notion that equal access to quality education would increase the
employment opportunities of Roma. With respect to access to education, ethnicity, social
status, and rural/urban divides combine to structure and often curtail opportunities for
individuals and groups. There is a general scarcity of data disaggregated by ethnicity in the
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field of education19 (just like in other fields of social life20), and most reports and studies have
focused on ethnicity only, highlighting the remarkable discrepancies in education between
Roma and non-Roma, with few studies also exploring the educational differences between
Romani men and women, or those between Romani and non-Romani women (e.g. EUMAP,
2007)21. Further gender-sensitive research in this field is urgently needed, as the findings of
currently available studies suggest.
Literacy rates are one of the indicators of the multiple disadvantages that Romani women
face. The gap in literacy rates for Romani women is not only a gender one, but also an ethnic
one. Data from Bulgaria show significant differences in literacy between Bulgarian Roma
women and majority Bulgarian women. According to the 2001 Bulgarian census, 23 only 4.23
percent of Romani women have secondary education, and a tiny fraction (0.24 percent)
completed higher education. At the same time, 40.54 percent of majority women in Bulgaria
have completed secondary education; 18.79 percent of them have completed higher education.
Thus, the participation rate of non-Romani women in the education system is almost ten times
higher than that of Romani women. The most severe aspect of this general pattern is the
discrepancy in literacy. As the same census data shows, the illiteracy rate among Romani
women is eight times higher than among non-Romani women in Bulgaria (18.83 percent for
Romani women, compared to 2.29 percent for non-Romani women). Presumably, there is a
similar education pattern in other European countries as well.
In Hungary, there are significant discrepancies in education attainment between Romani
women and men as reported by Péter Farkas22.Farkas measured the overall education
achievement of parents of a group of Roma students. According to his findings, there is a
significant difference between Romani women’s and men’s overall education achievement
especially at the high school level, in vocational or grammar school. Only 5.8 percent of
Romani female parents graduated from vocational school, compared with 17.5 percent of
male parents who had finished vocational school. Other social divisions also affect the
19
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education chances for Romani women. The impact of rural-urban divisions on the education
levels is also significant.

Lack of Access to Employment

Employment is a principal means for the greater integration of Romani women. The international
development community overwhelmingly agrees on this point, as illustrated by reports concerning
Roma labor market characteristics in Central and Southeast Europe released by the United Nations
Development Fund23, or the World Bank24. Both studies found that unemployment rates were
significantly higher among Roma than (non-Roma) majority communities. Despite the fact that, at the
time, these studies were among the most comprehensive in the region, it is noteworthy to mention that
they lacked data on gender differences in Roma unemployment. Most recent studies integrate an
awareness of gender differences in Roma employment, or unemployment. .25 A study carried out by
the UNDP on Roma and the Displaced in Southeast Europe in 200626 includes gender disaggregated
data on each of the policy fields that it covers, including employment. Data on unemployment and
employment rates by sex, which were collected for this study, show significant differences for Roma,
but also for the majority population. Based on these findings, the report concludes that Romani women
face multiple discrimination.

Research carried out for a 2005 Shadow Report On the Situation of Romani Women in the
Republic of Macedonia submitted to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women27 showed that out of 202 Romani women between the ages of 18 and 54
years, 51 percent were unemployed, eight percent were employed in state institutions as
cleaners, five percent were employed in private firms without social insurance, four percent
were self-employed with social insurance, and 34 percent were working on the black market
23
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without any social insurance or protection. – these findings resemble data from other studies
conducted in Europe28
Lack of Access to Social Benefits:

Only very limited numbers of Romani women are employed, most of them are working in
low-quality jobs, on temporary employment contracts, or in illegal forms of employment in
which they fail to have full entitlements to contribution based social benefits. Moreover, those
Romani women who are immigrants, or stateless, who lack documents and permanent
addresses, are absolutely excluded from social insurance services. In most European countries
pensions and certain social benefits are linked to employment history, therefore the majority
of Romani women who have never been employed, or who have been working in marginal
employment, or in the grey and black economy, will be totally left out of any long-term social
services.29

Intersectional Discrimination in Reproductive Health

Gender, ethnicity and class have a profound impact on the health status of Romani women.
The World Health Organization (WHO) argues that “across continents and cultures,
established gender norms and values mean that women typically control less power and fewer
resources than men. Not surprisingly, this often gives men an advantage – in the economic,
political, and educational arenas, but also with regard to health and health care.”30
Ethnographic studies substantiate the existence of gender imbalances in health in Roma
communities too. Available data shows higher rates of illness and mortality among Roma than
the majority populations in European countries, moreover, a number of health and gender
factors put Romani women at a relative disadvantage in comparison to Roma men. A range of
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health risks affect the reproductive lives of Romani women.31 Significant numbers of
adolescent Romani girls – some of them at the early age of 11 or 12 – become mothers every
year. Furthermore, some reproductive health problems are specific to Romani women; forced
sterilization still occurs as a gendered manifestation of racism against Romani women and
Roma communities in some countries of Central Europe, particularly, Slovakia, Hungary and
the Czech Republic.32

Lack of Access to financial services:

Access to financial services is fully determined by the economic situation of individuals or
families. Romani women, have limited access to financial services. One of the reasons is that
they do not have regular, secure and registered employment, and are consequently
characterized as extremely “risky” debtors. Moreover, their property does not offer sufficient
guarantee, e.g. for mortgage The increased use across Europe of financial products (bank
credits, loans) leaves many people belonging to the Roma minority behind, as patterns of nonuse of financial services are related to issues such as: employment status, income, housing
tenure, age, ethnicity and long-term sickness or disability. One significant barrier certain
Roma communities encounter when accessing financial services, such as banking and
insurance, is not having a permanent address, or the high risk of expulsion faced by mobile
persons. Restricted access to official financial services fuels the development of illegal
financial services. A recent development is that there are some pilot projects offering microcredit to Roma, for example in Hungary, Spain, or Macedonian Bulgaria.33
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On the basis of our report we propose the following recommendations.
Recommendations
to the European Commission:

• We deeply regret that the European Commission communication on “An EU
Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020” does not take into
account gender equality in its recommendations, despite the recognition of the
vulnerable situation of Romani women. The Framework does not offer clear guidance
for developing or implementing national strategies. Moreover, it does not oblige
member states to collect ethnic and gender based disaggregated data to allow proper
evaluation and monitoring. We call therefore on the European Commission, and the
Council, to ensure that gender equality will be mainstreamed in the national strategies
and action plans, with and for Romani women organizations and with the full
involvement and support of activists.
• The European Commission should develop ways of promoting understanding and
concern among policy makers regarding intersectional discrimination based on
ethnicity, gender and class, specific to the needs and interests of Romani women and
girls.

Moreover, they should urge policy makers to use data disaggregated by

ethnicity and gender, and apply them in their work.34
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General Recommendations to Member States and EU accession countries:

•

We call on the Member States and EU accession countries to ensure that Romani
women activists and NGOs will be represented and consulted in the development of
the national action plan

• We call on the Member States and EU accession countries to ensure that national
strategies pay attention to Romani women's specific needs and include concrete
benchmarks for the development of Romani women’s social and economic status.
• We call on the Member States and EU accession countries to ensure that national
strategies will encourage empowerment, capacity-building, and leadership programs
for Romani women and girls, who play a particular role in the community building
process.
• Governments should establish a data collection method, in line with international
standards on data protection, to document the situation and needs of Roma with
particular attention to women and girls. Such data should be disaggregated on the
basis of ethnicity and gender. The data and information gathered should enable
governments to develop, evaluate and monitor issues, policies and courses of action to
address the specific needs of Romani women, girls.

General Recommendations to NGOs and INGOs

• We call on NGOs and INGOs to include at least 30% of Romani women
representatives in the future coordination mechanisms regarding Roma issues and the
development of the national action plans. Also gender equality, in terms of content
and gender parity, as the number of Romani women speakers and rapporteurs should
be taken into account
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Specific Recommendations to Member States and EU accession countries

We call on the Member States and EU accession countries to address, in their national
strategies, the following Romani women related issues, programs and actions:

• design a specific leadership program for Romani women which has the potential to
participate in local or national decision, policy and legislation making bodies
• empowering and allowing Romani women NGOs to make use of EU structural and
agricultural funds.
•

offering adequate assistance to Romani victims of domestic violence as well (shelters
etc.) creating special programs / scholarships for Roma girls to become police officers,
to prevent this.

• to design a program combating child marriages and other forms of harmful practices
(prevention programs, awareness raising programs for public servants, social workers,
teachers) also preventing / combating women trafficking (prevention programs,
awareness raising programs for the police and social workers). Moreover offer
adequate assistance to Romani victims of sexual exploitation and enforced prostitution
(special shelters etc.)
• design an action and programs which combat and prevent hate crimes, including hate
speech, against the most vulnerable groups
• to create a specific educational mentoring and support system through community
based education and social services from early childhood until college for Romani
youth with specific attention to gender issues.
• increase the role of local government and support Romani parent’s associations in
mobilizing and supporting girls to keep them in the education system, at the lower
secondary level. Increase public awareness of the benefits of girls' education with
specific attention to Romani girls.
• revise school textbooks and curriculums to reflect positively on gender equality and
include specifically Romani women and girls issues as well.
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• raise gender awareness among policy makers in the education system with specific
attention to Romani women and girls’ issues. Integrate gender analysis in the setting
of targets for enrolment levels in vocational and higher education.
• increase Romani women's and girls’ participation in the education system and provide
scholarships for them to gain from higher education
• create a targeted employment program with a professional training component for
Romani women particularly in the education, social and healthcare system
• ensure safe/legal work arrangements for Romani women
• design and access to family planning (awareness raising, financial accessibility)
measures to improve the maternal health of Romani women
• preventing and combating enforced sterilization of Romani women in the healthcare
system
• create micro loan systems (aimed at small business start-ups, entrepreneurship) where
Romani women are the preferred beneficiaries
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