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»When economy is in the deepest recession and when 
a man has to fight for his bare life, then one trades 
with shoelaces, little soaps, cheap cologne, tooth 

sticks, and similar. It is a path towards more 
acceptable allocation of the money that everybody 

lacks.« 
 
 
 

Joseph Kessel "A Mortar Man" 
(Advice to the Parisians at the beginning of XX century) 

 



 
 
INFORMAL SECTOR/ work in the 
grey economy, undeclared workers 
 
  A sector that includes all jobs that are not 

recognized as regular sources of income, to 
which taxes are not paid. 

 The term refers only to illegal activities, such as 
a person who earns but does NOT pay income 
tax, or ... 

 An extremely difficult situation in which 
people are forced to take dangerous jobs for 
minimum fees without any physical, 
economic or health insurance 



 
Definition and explanation of this term are 
important because of the different state and 
economic contexts 

It is necessary to understand correctly:  
 The reasons 
 The scope of work in the grey zone; 
 Building an effective legal, administrative and 

equitable response to undeclared work;  
 For the Roma in the Balkans, everyday life, an 

important, existential phenomenon or a 
survival style 



Industries in which Roma appear 
as undeclared workers 

1. Waste management 
2. Construction 
3. Agriculture 
4. Fruit picking 
5. Trade 
6. Services 



Secondary raw materials and 
waste management sector 

 
       

 



For Roma in the Balkans, an important, 
existential phenomenon or survival style  

 About 40,000 professional collectors of 
secondary raw materials are located in the 
Western Balkans 

 In 2012 Serbia exported about 540,000 tons of 
waste. More than maize. That year, about 120 
million euros were paid to the budget of Serbia 
by individual collectors of secondary raw 
materials for tax! VAT and financial transactions 
in cash. 

 Roma collectors of secondary raw materials - the 
most exploited workforce in Europe 



 Construction 
   About 2500 Roma workers from the south of 
Serbia are hired as undeclared labor force at 
the construction sites in Serbia. 

 In the last 4 years, about 10 of them died at 
work. 



Fruit picking 
 According to the unofficial data of the YUROM 

Center, about 10,000 fruit pickers (Roma) work in 
the Serbian fields each year.  

 Each of the respondents spent 49 days on 
average on seasonal fruit picking jobs. 



 
“What do you do for a living?” 
sources of income for Roma 
 1. Wage earners, physical work, 27.7% 
2. Housekeepers (housekeeping) 9.4%  
3. Resale of goods on a leased market stall 13.4% 
4. Remittances from family members abroad 11.8% 
5. Collection of secondary raw materials 19.4% 
6. Resale of goods outside the envisaged area 7.1% 
7. Craft production and services 6.0% 
8. Agriculture (work for land owners) 4.9% 
9. Household industry 0,3% 



Marketplace 



Problems of Roma with earning 
income 

1. Limited possibilities for income generation by 
suppressing the grey economy 

2. Irresponsibility - lack of interest of local governments 
for local economic development, economy and 
employment of Roma 

3. Non-implementation of active employment measures 
at the Ministry level (unused financial resources of 
special purpose state funds) 

4. Poor offer of jobs and new investments 
5. Low culture of "modern" entrepreneurship among 

Roma 
6. Absence of microcredit offers for start-ups 
  



 
 
 
 
Roma as mirror of Balkan 
economy! 
 
The percentage of unemployed working-age 
Roma of about 84% and about 70% of Roma 
workers in the grey zone requires extraordinary 
legal and practical measures of the states in the 
region. 



Before the conclusion! 

 Yes, Roma are officially the nation with highest 
unemployment rate, but almost to the last one they are 
included in the "grey" economy, on the "black" market, 
smuggling and reselling - trade is close to their hearts! 

 They are leading on the labor market, but how and 
where to get employed when the majority of them 
have not completed primary education and have low 
qualifications? 

 In which crafts and services to engage when many of 
the old ones died out and new ones were not born? 



How do we understand the work 
of Roma in the grey zone? 
 Discrimination? 
 Exploiting cheap labor? 
 How many workers in the grey zone 

contribute to state budgets? 
 Recycling, construction mafia or 

marginalization of the problem? 
 How to turn reality, practice and struggle for 

survival into legal employment? 
 The grey economy should not be equaled 

with the workers in the grey zone! 



Recommendations 

  The European Platform for Workers in the Grey 
Zone should be supplemented by the problem of 
workers who are victims of discrimination and 
ethnical and -political marginalization 

 Legalize and decriminalize waste management and 
recycling 

 Adopt laws on seasonal jobs (Serbia has such laws) 
 Adopt laws that protect the workers who work but 

are not employed  
 Specialized Employment Agencies for Roma at the 

regional level 



THANK YOU! 

 
 

Osman Balic 
December 2018, Budapest 
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