
On the occasion of marking one year since the adoption of the Declaration on the Integration of Roma in 

the Western Balkans, adopted by the Prime Ministers of this region, we spoke with Mr. Orhan Usein, 

Team Leader of the Regional Cooperation Council’s Roma Integration Project. 

Antrefile: The Roma Integration Project was launched by the Regional Cooperation Council, with the 

financial support of the European Union and the Open Society Foundations, in early 2016, as a 

continuation of the Decade of Roma Inclusion, which ended in 2015. The aim of the project is to 

combat discrimination against Roma in the region, and their inclusion in all social flows. 

1.  A year ago in Poznan, at the Berlin Process Summit, the Prime Ministers of the Western Balkans 

adopted a declaration on Roma integration, which is in line with the EU enlargement. What does 

this Declaration mean and how much has been done so far in this field? 

Yes, a year ago, the governments in the region committed to work, with us as partners, to meet the 

goals of the Declaration, which starts from the essential assumption that all human beings must be free 

and equal, which is not the case in practice, especially with Roma. 

Let's start with the simplest things, such as the number of Roma in the region. We already have a 

problem here, because we do not have precise data, but an estimate is that about 3.5 million Roma live 

in the Western Balkans. Therefore, it is very important that we have the system of registration and 

issuance of personal documents for Roma in the same way that we have for the rest of the population. 

These numbers are not small, and we can’t neglect them. The Roma are the largest minority group in 

Europe, with population of about 10 million. 

The Declaration represent a set of basic questions that many take for granted, but for Roma minority 

these are often unattainable categories: employment opportunities, access to education, health care, 

housing in decent conditions and legal settlements, with access to drinking water and sanitation, civil 

registration and non-discrimination. 

Although we have started to achieve significant results in pursuit of our goals with the governments of 

the region, the current pandemic has drawn attention to other issues, but at the same time significantly 

worsened the already delicate position of Roma. Needless to say that a community that has traditionally 

had very limited or no access to health care, suffers greatly in these circumstances. The problems of the 

Roma population are like a house of cards - if you remove one card, the entire system collapses: 

unsatisfactory housing conditions undermine the basic sanitation; and the lockdown during the 

pandemic eliminated the employment opportunities for Roma, who mostly work in low-profit 

occupations, most often in the shadow economy. Like a vicious circle, they can get out only with 

someone's help. 

 

Antrfile: In Serbia, 65 per cent of Roma live in overcrowded housing units. Most housing units 

inhabited by Roma are in very poor conditions, with high humidity, no windows or doors, no basic 

furniture. 23 per cent of Roma households across the region are not connected to water supply 



networks, 38 per cent do not have a toilet and 12 per cent do not have electricity. Only 63 per cent of 

Roma have health insurance. 

There are many illustrations, but here is another one: we are all very sensitive to children, so let me give 

one more example of Roma children and education: before the pandemic, the completion rate for Roma 

in compulsory education in the region was 51.5 per cent. When schools were closed in March, and all 

children continued their schooling online, Roma children in most cases could not do so because they 

either did not have a computer or the Internet, or simply the conditions to study from home. Something 

that is almost common in every household in 2020 is still not reachable for some Roma. This creates an 

even bigger gap then before. Four out of five Roma in Serbia are barely able to meet basic human needs, 

even without the crisis. This crisis, which affected the Roma far more than the rest of the population, 

has further encouraged the spread of negative narratives and attitudes towards the Roma in public and 

on the Internet. 

2. What is the situation with the employment, especially now that it is clear that many jobs are at 

risk due to the pandemic? 

Employment in our region is not great; it is between 50 and 60 per cent, while Roma employment, 

according to the latest data, is only about 16.5 per cent at the regional level. In Serbia the situation is 

somewhat better, about 21 per cent. But the assumptions are that in the coming months, the 

employment rate in the entire region will further drop due to the consequences of the pandemic, which 

will greatly worsen the position of Roma. 

A significant proportion of Roma rely on social benefits combined with informal work to provide a living. 

In times of crisis, the opportunity to earn that modest additional income that allows them to cover the 

minimum cost of living is significantly narrowed or does not exist at all. A number of them, who are 

involved in informal work, do not receive welfare at all nor do they have the right to the support for 

those who lost their jobs due to the pandemic. This means that those people are left without any 

income. 

According to the latest data from the Balkan Barometer, a public opinion survey conducted annually by 

the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), 9 per cent of employers said they would not hire Roma, 

regardless of their qualifications, and 15 per cent believe that hiring Roma in their company would have 

a negative impact on working environment. The good news is that there are fewer such employers, but 

it is still a painful fact. In addition, 33 per cent of the population, according to the same survey, is not 

ready to work for a Roma employer - that is a third of the population. This is really a lot. 

The Poznan Declaration aims to increase the employment rate of Roma to at least 25 per cent. At the 

same time, the Declaration sets the minimum standards that economies need to meet, with particular 

focus on employment in the public sector, which should be a minimum of 2 per cent, and which is 

currently much lower in practice. 

Specifically for the Republic of Serbia, the current moratorium on employment in the public sector must 

not stand in the way of exercising the rights guaranteed by the Constitution, and we hope that the 



process of employment of Roma in the public sector at the central and local level will be launched soon. 

This is another issue we are also actively working on.  

3. In your opinion, what would be the easiest way to solve the (un)employment of Roma? 

There are many Roma who work hard every day, for example as street waste collectors, salespeople in 

open markets, cleaners, and as seasonal workers in agriculture and construction, musicians, and similar. 

These workers, despite their hard work, and even dangerous to health in case of street waste collectors, 

earn modestly and therefore cannot afford formal employment, because in that case they would lose 

the right to welfare, and their earnings would be almost halved due to taxes and other benefits they 

would need to pay. This would further push them over the edge of poverty and most of them would not 

have the most basic livelihood. 

Encouraging employers to register their Roma workers and thus move them from informal to formal 

sector or certain types of self-employment are some of the solutions. Serbia, for example, has a positive 

practice in this area. With the Law on Simplified Employment in Seasonal Jobs job registration increased 

by as much as 600 per cent in the first season. This could be extended to other predominantly Roma 

occupations, but also replicated in other economies in the region. What is important is that the income 

of these people, who are already on the edge of poverty, is not reduced by making their work formal.  

4. Housing is also one of the major problems faced by Roma. 

The area of housing, as I mentioned at the beginning, is also part of the Declaration. In this regard, the 

analysis has already been carried out - Roadmap Serbia 2019 – 2021, which showed state of play.: the 

official data from the Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure show that there are 594 

substandard Roma settlements in Serbia with 20,477 buildings inhabited by 48,223 individuals. It is 

estimated that most of these facilities were built illegally.  

Out proposal is to, for example, legalise 1,000 houses per year so that the number of illigal houses 

would dramaticly drop by 2025. 

In this way, the system of legalisation would be established, which would later function without the 

significant efforts that are now, at the beginning, inevitable. This is the first step in improving housing 

conditions and connecting to infrastructure.  

5. Education, health care, personal documentation, and discrimination - all these are areas that the 

Declaration should in some way regulate. 

As far as education is concerned, the rate of completion of primary education for Roma should be 

increased to 90 per cent, and secondary to at least 50 per cent. When it comes to health care, the goal is 

to increase the health insurance coverage rate for Roma to 95 per cent, and Serbia is practically one step 

away from achieving this goal, with 93 per cent, which is very commendable. 

The meetings that we held in all economies showed that the situation of Roma has significantly 

deteriorated in all aspects as a result of this crisis, so unfortunately we found ourselves at a 



disadvantage. And now we need to work on damage control, instead of working on development. We 

have already started conversations with relevant institutions and we believe that Serbia, but also the 

economies of the region, will, in addition to general measures that must be available to Roma without 

discrimination, do much more for this community. 

6. You mentioned a negative narrative about Roma in the media and on the Internet. Finally, can 

you comment on why do you think this is happening, and what we can do to change it? 

There is a significant level of xenophobia towards Roma in the economies of the region, which must be 

taken seriously and addressed. Xenophobia and hatred towards others and different have always 

existed, not only in developing economies, but all over the world, and we need to talk about that very 

honestly and openly. This is not only a problem of Roma communities, but also of almost all other 

minorities, and therefore it is necessary to work to completely eradicate this phenomenon in society. 

We are talking about changes in consciousness and behaviour here, and we cannot expect it to happen 

overnight. I have already mentioned some devastating data from the Balkan Barometer, but 

unfortunately xenophobia does not end there - 70 per cent of the citizens of the region would not marry 

or would not allow their children to marry Roma. Particularly devastating is the fact that more than a 

quarter of respondents, 26 per cent to be exact, do not want their children to share a classroom with 

students from Roma community. More than a third of respondents would not host Roma in their home. 

In order to change these devastating data, it is necessary to educate our youth and children, through 

education institutions, but also at home - to be kind and to know how to talk about differences and 

accept them. Children and young people must be the main drivers of change. Intolerance is not innate, it 

is learned, but it can also be unlearned with the right guidance and example. This would open the space 

to embrace new values of tolerance in the elderly, who already live according to a certain pattern of 

behaviour resulting from lack of knowledge or information. 

Only with a combined approach of education and absolute intolerance towards any expression of hatred 

can we eradicate xenophobia and racism, both towards others and towards the Roma population. 

This approach is applicable to all areas of unequal treatment of Roma in the region. The moment we 

accept diversity as a positive phenomenon that we learn from and that enriches us, together with the 

fact that we all deserve the same opportunities, change will happen. Everyone in the region needs to do 

a lot more for this community. It will take a lot of time, effort and resources, but also knowledge and 

ingenuity for Roma to start feeling at home in the societies of the region. But the result will be a reward 

for all of us. 


