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INTRODUCTION

This research covers the housing situation of Roma, the largest European minority, in nine countries;
five members of the European Union (Czechia, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria), and four
candidate countries (Serbia, North Macedonia, Kosovo and Ukraine). It encompasses an evaluation
of existing information sourced from multiple governmental and non-governmental bodies, as well
as gathering fresh qualitative data through individual and group interviews, including focus groups.
This data was obtained from a range of stakeholders, including central and local decision-makers,
civil society representatives, and, most importantly, the primary beneficiaries.

Czechia .
o _ Ukraine
Hungary
Romania
Serbia
Morth Macedonia

The primary target countries were Slovakia, Ukraine, Romania, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and
Bulgaria. The secondary target countries were Czechia, Hungary, and Serbia.

Roma, Europe's largest ethnic minority, are highly susceptible to human rights breaches. Besides
unstable living conditions, the majority of Roma across Central Eastern Europe commonly reside in
substandard housing conditions that do not meet global standards. They also encounter challenges
in securing new homes and face, or fear, evictions more frequently than the average population.
Other major challenges include obscure property rights, undocumented properties and settlements,
insecure tenancy rights, unofficial community status leading to eviction risks, and living conditions
that adversely affect health, education, and access to services. Discrimination and prejudice, both
from the public and officials, exacerbate their plight, with discriminatory policies and complex
regulations hindering access to public housing. Housing Roma in segregated or remote areas
deepens socio-economic isolation, leading to ghetto-like communities and infringing on their basic
human rights, including proper housing.

Segregation contributes to widespread poverty, social exclusion, and precarious access to public
services, impacting physical, economic, psychological, and sociological aspects of life.
Intergenerational poverty affects Roma health, well-being, and fundamental human rights.
Employment issues, including job insecurity, unemployment, and workplace discrimination, are
prevalent, especially in socio-economically disadvantaged areas. With only a quarter of Roma over
16 employed and significant gender disparities in employment, many Roma youth are disengaged
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from education, employment, or training. Most live below the poverty line, lacking basic amenities
like tap water and electricity and facing food insecurity. The gap in housing access between Roma
and non-Roma is widened by discrimination and limited social housing options. Structural and
institutional antigypsyism (currently an official EU policy term’) at all societal levels forms a major
barrier to their enjoyment of fundamental rights. A large proportion of Roma experience
discrimination in daily life areas, such as work and housing.

This research on addressing housing deprivation among Roma communities in Central Eastern
Europe sheds light on the severe and persistent challenges faced by one of Europe's most
marginalised groups. By examining the nature and extent of the housing issues of Roma, the research
provides vital insights into their lived realities, highlighting the urgent need for targeted policy
interventions and resource allocation. Furthermore, it underscores the broader implications of
housing deprivation, including impacts on health, education, and overall quality of life, thereby
underlining the importance of addressing these issues not just for the benefit of the Roma
community but for the advancement of social justice and equality within the broader European
context.

In addition to finding and analysing the specificities of good practices in housing solutions of recent
years, this research plays a pivotal role in outlining concrete recommendations for future housing
programs targeted at the Roma community. It meticulously highlights good approaches, drawing
from successful interventions and innovative strategies that have shown promise in various
European contexts. The research delves into the complexities of housing issues faced by the Roma
across the region, suggesting nuanced, context-sensitive solutions that acknowledge both the
unique challenges and the diverse needs of this community. These recommendations cover a broad
spectrum of aspects essential for tackling housing deprivation among Roma, ranging from
formulating effective strategies and solutions through policy formulation and legal frameworks to
community engagement and resource allocation. It serves as a crucial step towards improving the
living conditions of the Roma, promoting their integration and participation in society, and ensuring
their fundamental rights are upheld. The research aims to equip policymakers, practitioners, and
advocates with the necessary insights to design and implement more effective, sustainable, and
inclusive housing programs that can contribute to the long-term social and economic inclusion and
empowerment of Roma.

' Antigypsyism (a form of racism against Roma) is a historically rooted structural phenomenon that appears at Institutional, social, and
interpersonal levels. It has its origins in how the majority views and treats those considered ‘gypsies’. It is rooted in a process of ‘othering’
that builds on negative as well as positive, exoticizing stereotypes. While there is consensus about the understanding of antigypsyism
among proponents of the need to reinforce the fight against it, there has been a debate about the term. The European Parliament (in its
2015, 2017 and 2019 and 2020 resolutions), the Commission (in its annual communications between 2015 and 2019, and its 2018
conclusions paper), the Council (in its 2013 recommendation and 2016 conclusions) and the Council of Europe have recognised
antigypsyism as a barrier to inclusion, and hence the importance of tackling it. The Commission uses the spelling proposed by the Alliance
against Antigypsyism, while accepting that different terms might be appropriate in different national contexts.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Despite a robust legal framework at international, European, and national levels, along with
established strategies and action plans, the enforcement and implementation of Roma housing laws
remain significantly deficient. The challenges posed by marginal locations and poor living conditions
impact various life aspects, compromising access to quality education, healthcare, and
employment. There is a clear link between spatial segregation and early school dropouts, limited
labour market engagement, and expensive access to essential services.

In recent decades, housing challenges for the Roma in Central Eastern Europe have become
increasingly pronounced. Our research, spanning nine countries in the region, delves deep into
these challenges. Post the privatisation wave of the '90s, a notable finding is the significantly low
stock of social housing and a prevalent reluctance to augment it. While ambitious plans like
constructing hundreds of thousands of social houses might seem like a solution, they are
realistically unattainable, particularly given the hesitancy of Central Eastern European governments.
Instead, this study rather underscores the need to move people from segregated settlements
to integrated, affordable housing with sustainable rental plans as more viable alternatives,
along with regional approaches. It is not merely about increasing the number of structures but
ensuring quality and social integration, along with access to public services and utilities and
persistent and comprehensive social work to ensure sustainability. While some advocate for the
model of regularising settlements, it is crucial to ensure these methods do not perpetuate
segregation since a persistent concern that emerged was the continued lack of access to public
services, even following the implementation of certain resettlement programs. There is a pressing
need to expand and enhance the social housing stock, and any housing intervention should be
grounded in a thorough evaluation of affordability. Crucially, designing effective housing
interventions demands a customised approach rooted in a comprehensive local needs assessment
and the active participation of both Roma and non-Roma community members.

To effectively integrate Roma into broader society, international housing rights must be upheld,
enforced, and adapted to each nation's unique context, requiring robust local governance and active
Roma community involvement in decision-making. Sensitivity to local contexts, diversity within the
Roma community, and intersecting forms of discrimination, particularly concerning gender, age, and
disability, are essential. Addressing gender equality and the situation of Roma children and young
people is crucial yet under-addressed in social inclusion efforts at both EU and national levels.

The 2021 survey by the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) on housing deprivation paints a concerning
picture of the Romani population across ten countries, including Czechia, Hungary, Romania, North
Macedonia, Serbia, Slovakia, and Bulgaria. It reveals that a staggering 52% of the EU’s Roma
population live in conditions of housing deprivation, significantly higher than the EU average of 17%,
which manifests in various ways: 19% of Roma live in dimly lit homes, 25% struggle with issues like
leaky roofs or dampness, and a significant proportion, 34% do not have the luxury of an indoor
bathroom or shower. Adding to these challenges, 33% lack an indoor toilet. The survey also
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highlights the problem of overcrowding, with 82% of Roma families living in cramped spaces, a
situation even more pronounced in five out of the 12 surveyed countries where this figure exceeds
85%. Access to water is another critical issue, with one in five Roma households lacking indoor tap
water, a stark contrast to the 1.5% average in the EU, with countries like Romania and Slovakia
showing particularly high percentages of 40% and 28%, respectively. Furthermore, discrimination in
housing is a significant barrier, as evidenced by 24% of Roma facing bias when seeking housing.
These findings underscore the stark reality of the living conditions among the Roma, highlighting the
urgent need for interventions to improve their housing situations.

Adequate, non-segregated housing is crucial for combating persistent poverty and exclusion,
for it is vital for upholding human rights and dignity. The European Social Charter affirms the right
to housing support to fight against poverty and social exclusion, ensuring a decent life for those with
inadequate resources. Typically, local authorities in Member States take the lead in this domain, as
in many social policies. These states must adhere to the Racial Equality Directive, guaranteeing
non-discriminatory access to housing based on race or ethnicity. In October 2020, the European
Commission introduced the EU Framework for Equality, Inclusion and Participation 2020, which
aims to achieve effective equality and inclusion by 2030. This framework relies on regular data
updates from FRA on Roma integration progress in Member States. In 2021, the Council urged
Member States to utilise indicators created by the FRA, the Commission, and the Member States
themselves. This EU policy, influenced by international human rights law and EU principles, aligns
with the UN's Sustainable Development Goals and the European Pillar of Social Rights,
emphasising the importance of inclusivity and equality. The EU's framework for Roma inclusion
focuses on ensuring equal access to quality integrated housing and vital services and sets specific
goals concerning housing quality, overcrowding, and availability of tap water. The 2021 Council
recommendation encourages Member States to address social deprivation by investing in housing
and ensuring Roma have equal access to quality integrated housing and services.

Addressing housing deprivation effectively in Central Eastern Europe requires a nuanced approach,
as there is no one-size-fits-all solution. The complexity of housing issues means that practices
cannot be simply classified as good or bad, as the good practices collected from across Central
Eastern Europe showed. Successful strategies often share common elements such as an in-depth
understanding of local needs, active community involvement, and the flexibility to adapt to evolving
circumstances. This research found that a holistic approach is crucial, extending beyond just
building or renovating homes. Central to these strategies is the promotion of desegregation, which
involves relocating individuals from segregated areas to integrated communities, fostering diversity
and inclusivity in neighbourhoods. Such integration allows for better access to essential services
like education, healthcare, and employment opportunities and encourages interactions among
diverse community members. Essentially, the development of new housing solutions hinges on
desegregation, aiming to move away from segregated living spaces and ensuring interventions do
not inadvertently maintain or reinforce segregation.
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Based on the good practices compiled by a pool of international researchers, effective strategies to
tackle housing deprivation among Roma communities vary widely due to the complexity of the issue.
Successful approaches are not easily replicable, as each requires a nuanced understanding of
specific local challenges. However, research indicates that sustainable housing programs share
certain core elements, including a deep understanding of local needs, active community
involvement, and the flexibility to adapt to changing conditions. Key to these programs is the holistic
approach that extends beyond the physical construction or renovation of homes. It incorporates
strategies for integration, actively combating segregation by encouraging diversity within
neighbourhoods. This integration is crucial for providing access to essential services like
education, healthcare, and employment, which are often out of reach for those living in segregated
areas. Sustainable housing solutions are characterised by the inclusivity of the Roma experts and
organisations, with programs designed to cater to a variety of needs and involve future residents in
the planning process. Effective tenancy schemes often combine both private and municipal
properties, contributing to a more balanced and flexible housing market.

The research emphasises the importance of government-level commitment to supporting
housing agencies or cooperatives, which has been lacking in the region. Only housing initiatives
paired with community building and identity empowerment efforts stand a chance of enduring.
These initiatives must foster a sense of ownership and pride among residents, encouraging their
active participation in the development and maintenance of their communities. Integral to these
housinginitiatives are education and training programs, which not only improve residents' skill sets
but also their employment prospects. Ongoing support and guidance through a consistent
presence in the community can lead to better social mobility. Collaboration with local
municipalities and stakeholders is essential for securing financial arrangements and accessing
social services. These partnerships are vital for both the economic stability of residents and for
bridging the health and well-being gap that Roma communities face. Ultimately, addressing housing
deprivation among Roma communities requires a multifaceted approach by creating an inclusive
environment that offers economic opportunities and a strong support network. Such a
comprehensive approach is necessary to achieve long-lasting improvements in housing and
community conditions.

To break the cycle of intergenerational poverty and social exclusion, access to decent,
desegregated housing is essential. This involves long-term solutions like adequate social
housing, affordable rental programs, and targeted housing allowances, coupled with
community building and empowerment, integrated into national strategies. These strategies
should focus on 'housing-led' and 'housing first' approaches, ensuring equal access to desegregated
housing and essential services without discrimination. Emphasising desegregation, such strategies
should concentrate on building or investing in integrated social housing coupled with accessible,
high-quality social services and effective field social work. Crucially, these measures should involve
active participation and consultation with members of the Roma community, aiding their transition
from segregated settlements. While promoting the building of social housing might appear to be a
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beneficial approach, our findings indicate its limited implementation and emphasise the need for
other durable, sustainable solutions that prioritise integration and accessibility. Nevertheless,
reports highlight the pressing need for policymakers to reconsider housing investments,
emphasising the potential public savings from enhanced health and well-being, as well as the
advantages to economic growth and social mobility.
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The Right to Housing under International and European Law

The European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights does not explicitly refer to the right to
housing. Nevertheless, it lays the foundation for interpreting this right in subsequent agreements,
treaties, and conventions. The Convention encompasses criteria like habitability, affordability,
accessibility, tenure security, and cultural adequacy and emphasises the right to adequate housing
without discrimination. This interpretation arises from clauses related to the protection of property?,

the right to respect for private and family life®, and the prohibition of discrimination*. The UN
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is responsible for the implementation of the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which declares that the
states should “recognize the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his
family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living
condition”. The right to adequate housing is derived from the above statement, with definitions that
explicitly describe the universal right to adequate housing.

Adequate housing is defined as

o housingthatenjoys “sustainable access to naturaland common resources, clean drinking
water, energy for cooking, heating and lighting, sanitation and washing facilities, food
storage facilities, refuse disposal, site drainage and emergency services”. Accordingly, all
people should possess a degree of security of tenure that guarantees legal protection
against forced eviction, harassment, and other threats,

o isboth affordable and habitable, ensures the physical safety of residents and is culturally
adequate,

o allows for the residents to access employment and social facilities, and should not
threaten the residents’ right to health, and thus must not be constructed in polluted areas.

The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)
mandates all nations to forbid and eradicate racial prejudice in every manifestation and to assure
everyone's right to legal equality, particularly concerning the right to housing®. The Council of Europe,
in its Revised European Social Charter, addresses the right to housing®. In relation to housing, in
order to combat social exclusion and poverty, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European
Union’ states that “the Union recognizes and respects the right to social and housing assistance so

2 Article 1 of the Protocol to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms

3 Article 8 of Section I: Rights and Freedoms, which also protects “the right to respect for his home”, encompasses, among other things,
the right of access, the right of occupation and the right not to be expelled or evicted without provision of relevant safeguards, and is thus
intimately bound with the principle of legal security of tenure

4 Article 14 of Section I: Rights and Freedoms

5 Article 5 (e) (iii) of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination

8 Articles 16 and 31 of the Revised European Social Charter

7 Article 34 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union

10


https://www.echr.coe.int/european-convention-on-human-rights
https://treaties.un.org/doc/treaties/1976/01/19760103%2009-57%20pm/ch_iv_03.pdf
https://legal.un.org/avl/ha/cerd/cerd.html
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as to ensure a decent existence for all those who lack sufficient resources, in accordance with the
rules laid down by Community law and national laws and practices.” Furthermore, the European
Union adopted the Race Equality Directive in 2000, emphasising the housing rights of ethnic
minorities. This directive spans several sectors, including the provision and access to goods and
services, housing included. Serving as an anti-prejudice tool, the directive encompasses a legal
entity capable of handling complaints related to discrimination, offering independent support to
discrimination victims, undertaking studies, and releasing independent analyses and
recommendations.

Various international directives and pledges specifically focus on the Roma population. The Council
of Europe's Committee of Ministers Recommendation guides Member States in enhancing housing
conditions for Roma and Travellers across Europe and offers guiding resolutions and principles:

e Guaranteeing that nationwide housing strategies encompass the specific needs of Roma.

e Prioritising Roma housing situations within the broader housing policy framework without
discrimination.

e Providing universal access to satisfactory housing for Roma, emphasising affordability,
service provision, and choice.

e Preventing social exclusion and ghettoization by refraining from placing Roma in unsuitable,
risky locations or in projects that segregate them based on ethnicity.

e Facilitating Roma community involvement in housing program development and execution.

e Encouraging empowerment and skill development within Roma communities by advocating
for collaboration on local, regional, and national scales.

The recommendations emphasise the crucial role of local governments in executing housing
initiatives within their areas, with oversight from the central government. Further international
guidelines were outlined in the Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005-15), the Action Plan on Improving
the Situation of Roma and Sinti within the OSCE Area, and the Vienna Declaration on Informal
Settlements in South Eastern Europe.

11
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“Segregation is a real and troubling problem. Roma communities are more affected by this
phenomenon, especially in isolated neighbourhoods in urban areas. The impact of segregation is
negative and hinders their access to services and development opportunities.” — Lendrit Qeli,
representative of the Municipal Office for communities and returnees

The core values of the EU include respect for diversity, pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance,
justice, solidarity, and gender equality. It is the duty of Member States to uphold these values for all
their citizens, including the Roma community. Key policy instruments and benchmarks emphasising
these values within the EU include:

1. The EU Roma Strategic Framework highlights housing as a critical area to address Roma
disparity and social marginalisation;

2. The EU Parliament's Resolution on the state of Roma living in settlements of October
2022calls on the Commission to develop an Action Plan aiming to abolish deprived and
isolated Roma settlements;

3. The European Pillar of Social Rights and its Action Plan identify access to housing as one of
its foremost priorities?;

4. The Urban Agenda for the EU emphasises urban poverty as a central concern;

5. The EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, combined with the European Child Guarantee,
designates Roma children as a primary focus group.

Although many Member States have transferred housing policy formulation, implementation, and
private development regulation to local authorities due to decentralisation and the principle of
subsidiarity, the central governments still hold the primary responsibility for safeguarding and
upholding the right to adequate housing, even though only a few constitutions include that. This
includes preventing forced evictions and providing remedies to those impacted. However, the EU
can indirectly influence how Member States and local governments design and implement their
housing strategies, especially through relevant EU policies concerning anti-discrimination, equality,
socialinclusion, regional growth, and urban development.

General data on Roma, Europe's largest ethnic minority®:

e Approximately 6 million Roma reside in the EU, forming a significant part of its population.

o 41% of Roma in the EU feel discriminated against due to their ethnic background.

e Around 80% of Roma live below their country's poverty threshold and in social exclusion,
often in precarious, unsafe, and overcrowded conditions in segregated areas in regions
heavily affected by environmental degradation and pollution, often near waste dumps,
landfills, or contaminated areas, and lack basic environmental services and public utilities.

8 Article 19 of the European Pillar of Social Rights
® P9_TA (2022)0343 EP resolution of 5 October 2022 on the situation of Roma people living in settlements in the EU (2022/2662(RSP))

12
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https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1606&langId=en
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https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1428&langId=en

‘.ﬁ Habitat strength, stability, self-reliance shelter.

for Humanity®

Spatial segregation significantly affects Roma people's access to healthcare, education,
employment, and basic services, including water, sanitation, and electricity.

e About one-third of Roma lack access to tap water, and one in ten live without electricity. The
issue of Roma living in settlements is widespread across Europe, highlighting the need for a
continent-wide solution.

e FEvery third Roma child experiences hunger at least once a month, and nearly half of Roma
aged 6-24 do not attend school. Intergenerational poverty in Roma settlements impacts their
health, well-being, life opportunities, and fundamental human rights.

e The Roma NEET rate for young people is 63%, significantly higher than the EU average of 12%,
with a considerable gender gap.

e Only 25% of Roma aged 16 or older are employed or self-employed, with women reporting
much lower employment rates (16%) compared to men (34%). Gender equality and the
situation of Roma children and young people are crucial yet under-addressed areas in social
inclusion efforts.

o Roma experience high rates of low work intensity, job insecurity, and unemployment, often in
atypical or precarious jobs, affecting access to unemployment benefits and pensions.
Employment discrimination is prevalent, with Roma concentrated in socio-economically
disadvantaged regions.

e The gap in housing access between Roma and non-Roma remains largely unchanged due to
a lack of policy measures, limited social housing, and discrimination. Addressing Roma
integration requires sensitivity to local contexts, diversity, and barriers to social mobility.

e Around 10-20% of the estimated 400,000 Roma in Ukraine are stateless or at risk of
statelessness, and those fleeing the war without documentation to confirm their Ukrainian
citizenship or residence status find themselves in an especially precarious position.

Although both the EU and its Member States have made efforts, progress remains patchy, as
evidenced by the 2021 Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) report'®. The FRA surveys highlight the
continued effects of antigypsyism, with Roma and Travellers often facing challenges in areas like
employment, education, healthcare, and housing.

In 2021, housing deprivation was examined by the FRA in 10 countries, among them five countries
that are covered in this study (Czechia, Hungary, Romania, North Macedonia, Serbia) while data was
extracted from two more (Slovakia, Bulgaria), using four criteria:

o insufficient lighting,

e moisture issues,

e the absence of an indoor shower/bathroom, and
e noindoor toilet.

102021 FRA Report

13
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A dwelling is considered deprived if it meets any one of these conditions.

According to the survey, more than half (52%) of the EU Roma population face housing deprivation,
that is, the accommodation exhibits at least one of the following problems: leaking roof, no
bath/shower, no indoor toilet, damp walls, or rot in window frames, dwelling too dark or humid).
Roma children under 15 and persons with health problems are particularly affected by housing
deprivation. Housing deprivation is closely related to residential segregation. While it affects only
32% of Roma living in the mainstream population, in neighbourhoods where all or majority of
inhabitants are Roma, the number is double, 61%. Specifically, 19% of Roma stated they reside in
dimly lit homes; 25% pointed out issues like leaky roofs or dampness; 34% live without a bathroom
or shower indoors, and 33% lack an indoor toilet. Over half (52%) of Roma households in surveyed
EU nations face housing deprivation, which is notably higher than the EU's general populace, where
only 17% face similar issues. Overall, 82% of Roma lived in overcrowded households in 2021. In five
of the 12 countries surveyed (among them Hungary, North Macedonia, Romania, and Slovakia), the
share of Roma living in overcrowded homes is above 85%. One in five Roma lived in households
without indoor tap water in 2021. There is a marked improvement over the years, though, in 2021,
the percentage of Roma without access to tap water in surveyed EU nations dropped by eight
percentage points from 2016 levels (22% compared to 30%). Nevertheless, this percentage is still
over 15 times that of the general EU-27 population, which stands at 1.5%. The highest percentages
of Roma without tap water are found in Romania (40%) and Slovakia (28%). In Romania, the general
population also faces significant tap water accessibility issues (21%); hence, the disparity between
Roma and the general population is less pronounced. A significant portion of Roma encounter
prejudice when searching for a place to live. In 2021, 24% of the surveyed Roma reported facing bias
because of their Roma background when seeking housing in the past five years. This, however,
indicates an overall positive shift from 2016, when the figure was 41%, though the degree of change
varies by country. Survey data also reveal that localities, where Roma live lack access to improved
water sources, sanitation, and waste removal and their neighbourhood are rarely selected for
development projects.

Findings from the FRA 2021 survey on housing deprivation in 10 countries, among them
Czechia, Hungary, Romania, North Macedonia, and Serbia, with data also extracted from
Slovakia and Bulgaria:

- More than half (52%) of the EU Roma population face housing deprivation.

- 19% of Roma live in dimly lit homes.

- 25% of Romareportissues like leaky roofs or dampness.

- 34% of Roma live without an indoor bathroom or shower.

- 33% of Roma lack an indoor toilet.

- 52% of Roma households face housing deprivation - vs 17% of the EU average.

- 82% of Roma lived in overcrowded households. In 5 out of 12 countries, it is more than

85%.
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- 1in 5 Roma lived in households without indoor tap water - vs. 1.5% of the EU average.
(RO: 40%, SK: 28%)
- 24% of surveyed Roma faced bias when seeking housing.

A dwelling is considered deprived if it meets any one of these conditions.

The EU Roma framework

“First, we need to prove discrimination — meaning in identical situations, Roma receive a different
treatment. For example, if utility pipes end exactly where the Roma neighbourhood begins, then we
must suspect a discrimination case. It is this type of treatment that leads to poor housing.” —
Vasile Galbea - legal advisor since 2004, Romani CRISS, Romania.

The conditions in Roma settlements breach the human and fundamental rights outlined in EU
Treaties, the European Convention on Human Rights, the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, the
European Social Charter, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Additionally, they go against the principles
established in the European Pillar of Social Rights. It is concerning that these rights, when it comes
to Roma individuals in settlements, are not upheld in reality. This is further emphasised in the
resolution of 17 September 2020 on the Implementation of National Roma Integration Strategies:

combating negative attitudes towards people with Romani background in Europe and the resolution
from 21 January 2021 on Access to decent and affordable housing for all.

The EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies, launched in 2011, was a pivotal policy
framework designed to address the socio-economic disparities faced by Roma communities across
Europe. Emerged as a response to the persistent marginalisation and discrimination faced by the
Roma, the Framework aimed to foster inclusion, combat discrimination, and promote equal
opportunities for Roma individuals and communities.

Following this framework's stipulations, each Member State developed National Roma Integration
Strategies or integrated sets of policy measures that were subsequently evaluated by the
Commission. The devised strategies primarily centred on four key areas: education, employment,
healthcare, and housing, encompassing vital services. Beginning in 2013, the EC has published
annual assessment reports to monitor the progress of Member States from contributions by
governments, NGOs, international organisations, and the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA).
Each country appointed a National Roma Contact Points (NRCPs) to oversee the framework's
national implementation. Over the past decade, due to the differing levels of commitment by
Member States to execute the Action Plans, the primary responsibility of Member States has shifted
to a shared duty between EU institutions and national governments.
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The baseline data for the EU Roma framework is structured based on its seven objectives:

e Fight and prevent antigypsyism and discrimination.

e Reduce poverty and social exclusion to close the socioeconomic gap between Roma and
the general population.

e Promote participation through empowerment, cooperation, and trust.

o Increase effective equal access to quality and inclusive mainstream education.

e Increase effective equal access to quality and sustainable employment.

e Improve Roma health and increase effective equal access to quality healthcare and
social services.

e Increase effective equal access to adequate desegregated housing and essential services.

Based on the assessment of the EU Roma Strategic Framework from 2011-2020, the new EU Roma
Strategic Framework for Equality, Inclusion and Participation 2020-2030, adopted by the
Commission on October 7 2020, moves away from solely socio-economic integration, focusing
instead on a broader strategy that fosters equality, inclusion, and active participation of the Roma

community. It sets quantitative targets to be reached by 2030:

Targets of the EU Roma Framework:

@® Reduce the gap in housing deprivation faced by Roma by at least one-third,

@® Cutthe gap in housing overcrowding by at least half, and

@® Ensure by 2030 that the majority of Roma do not face housing deprivation and no longer
live in overcrowded households.

Targets are defined as horizontal (equality, inclusion and participation) and sectoral (education,
employment, health and housing) targets and are now measured quantitatively by means of a
portfolio of indicators that require a minimum level of progress by 2030. The indicators concerning

housing are the following, even though some do not have actual values across the countries as they
are not everywhere available:

e Headline indicators include the percentage of individuals living in housing deprivation,
defined as homes that are inadequately lit, have leaks or lack basic amenities like indoor
toilets, the share of people residing in homes without the requisite number of rooms based
on Eurostat’s standard, as well as those without indoor tap water.

e Secondary indicators show the share of people living in homes without internal toilets,
showers, or bathrooms or in residences with structuralissues, such as damp or rotting walls,
and those who have been evicted from their accommodation in the past year. Additionally, it
accounts for individuals who felt discriminated against in their housing search due to their
Roma identity in the previous five years.
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e Indicators under development aim to address residential segregation, geographical aspects
specific to the Roma community, and accessibility to basic services and infrastructure such
as health care, public transport, and education. There is also a focus on the percentage of
people living in illegal or unregulated housing.

o Process indicators emphasise the importance of instituting explicit guidelines and
measures to address residential segregation, safeguard against irregular evictions, and
ensure legal housing. To support Roma communities, the indicators recommend
streamlining eligibility criteria for EU-funded projects, emphasising businesses operated by
or employing Roma, and encouraging community-level self-help schemes. Regular
assessments are essential, particularly regarding halting sites and the provision of safe water.
Specific actions include the establishment of inclusive mainstream housing services,
targeted support for marginalised areas, infrastructure improvement in disadvantaged
settlements, and a “housing first” program. Anti-discrimination training is vital for housing
services personnel, and consistent monitoring of disadvantaged areas is necessary.
Emphasising the quality of decision-making, the indicators stress the involvement of Roma in
shaping housing policies, collaborating with Roma CSOs in developing interventions, and
ensuring their participation in monitoring committees and the review of executed measures.

While the primary responsibility for initiating tangible changes for the Roma rests with the Member
States, demanding a fortified political resolve, the EU stands ready to guide them and provide
essential tools. To achieve the intended outcomes by 2030, robust collaborations must be
established among all pertinent parties. This framework is informed by the insights gathered from
evaluating the preceding framework, comprehensive consultations, yearly evaluations of the
implementation of national strategies, and an understanding of the limited success of prior actions.
This initiative addresses requests from the European Parliament, the Council, and civil society for a
robust post-2020 EU effort. It acknowledges that while not all Roma face social exclusion, they all
can encounter discrimination and feelings of powerlessness. The framework employs an
intersectional methodology, acknowledging the intertwining of ethnicity with other identity facets,
which can lead to distinct experiences of discrimination.

“Existing antigypsyism in all areas of life negatively impacts the position of Roma. Apart from

poverty, there is discrimination in the property market, ‘nobody wants to sell a house to Roma’. “—
Senada Sali - Legal Director of the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) in North Macedonia.

Of the seven Member States with significant Roma populations (over 1% of their total
populations), among them Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia were invited to
incorporate more robust commitments in their NRSFs. All these states, among others, presented
NRSFs with heightened commitments, though varying in intensity, to counteract and combat
discrimination, tackle antigypsyism, and dispel anti-Roma biases and misconceptions. The majority
of these strategic frameworks came with a plan or suite of actions outlining the utilisation of EU and
national resources to endorse Roma equality and inclusion. These states have strategies to confront
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and deter segregation in the education and housing sectors. Yet, when it comes to housing, the
financial plans for these initiatives often lack comprehensive specifics, while Bulgaria and
Romania are missing explicit anti-segregation steps. While the EU Roma Framework represented a
significant step towards Roma inclusion, it also faced criticisms for its limited enforceability and
varying degrees of commitment from member states. Nonetheless, it provided a foundational
framework for addressing Roma inclusion on a pan-European scale and laid the groundwork for
future initiatives aimed at combating discrimination and promoting social cohesion.

Overall analysis of the Roma Strategic Framework

The 2020-2021 Roma Survey by the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), released in 2022, offers
foundational data on the Roma situation in eight EU nations, including Czechia, Hungary, and
Romania, and two candidate countries, North Macedonia and Serbia. Most Member States have
established monitoring and reporting structures coordinated by the National Roma Contact Points
(NRCPs), which incorporate feedback from diverse stakeholders, such as Roma civil society groups.

Yet, comparing these frameworks across Member States is problematic due to variances in
statistical methodologies. A new Roma Survey will be undertaken by the FRA in 2024, the outcomes
of which, combined with Member States' biannual reports, will aid both the Member States and the
Commission in tracking progress towards the 2030 goals of the EU Roma Strategic Framework. Most
Member States have implemented measures to combat discrimination against the Roma, but there
is inconsistency in application and a lack of emphasis on intersectional discrimination. While
NRSFs often include Roma-specific policies, clarity regarding direct benefits to the community is
lacking.

The EU Roma Strategic Framework sets ambitious goals for Roma equality, inclusion, and
participation, especially considering past challenges and the unexpected economic repercussions
of the Russo-Ukraine war in 2022. The Roma Civil Monitoring (RCM) 2021-25 initiative, implemented
by a consortium of highly acknowledged organisations working internationally for Roma equality,

participation and inclusion at the international level, namely the Democracy Institute of the Central
European University (CEU, as project leader), ERGO Network, Fundacion Secretariado Gitano (FSG)
and European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC), indicates a need for greater Roma involvement in NRSF
development. Many states aim to strengthen Roma organisations, but there is less focus on
capacity-building. Education is a primary sectoral focus, though desegregation efforts in education

and housing are limited. In the RCM, the national strategies are assessed in line with the following
monitoring criteria:

e Participation of Roma in the design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of the
NRSF,

o NRSF’srelevance to the needs of Roma people in their diversity,

o Expected NRSF effectiveness (i.e., the likelihood that it willaccomplish its stated objectives).
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Member States will report their progress to the Commission every two years starting in 2023. The
National Roma Contact Points will be more institutionalised and carry more political weight in
countries with higher Roma populations, including Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and Hungary.
Countries can be sanctioned for non-compliance by means of sectoral funding cuts; if a Member
State is not making adequate progress regarding one of the seven objectives, all mainstream EU
funding for that objective will be withdrawn.

Many European governments do not prioritise Roma inclusion and housing, particularly amidst the
current political environment. European Council quantitative targets aim to reduce gaps by 2030
significantly:

e Cutthe proportion of Roma who experience discrimination by half (from 26% to 13%),

e Decrease the proportion of the general population who feel uncomfortable having Roma
neighbours by at least a third (from 46% to 30%),

e Cutthe poverty gap between Roma and the general population by half (80% of Roma at risk
of poverty vs. 16.8%).

These targets seem even more challenging given the EU's attention on the COVID-19 pandemic and
the Ukraine conflict, coupled with the political instability in countries with significant Roma
populations. These countries face potential sanctions and must institutionalise National Roma
Contact Points (NRCPs), which can attract criticism from right-wing Eurosceptics. With high inflation
rates, like Bulgaria's 16.9%, Slovakia's 15.4%, and Hungary's 22.5% in November 2022, and political
instability, such as government collapses in Slovakia and Bulgaria, it is challenging to prioritise
spending on Roma issues. Additionally, rising populism and an increase in right-wing support,
evident in the Czech Republic and potentially Hungary, could further derail support for Roma
policies.

The RCM Synthesis Report found that Roma inclusion is not often the main focus of mainstream
policy changes, especially in Slovakia, Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania, where Roma exclusion is

largely due to ineffective sector-specific policies. The 2020-2030 EURSF recognizes Roma diversity,
leading several NRSFs to concentrate on the unique circumstances of Roma women, youth, and
children. Some countries are planning to collect gender-disaggregated data on Roma inclusion
outcomes systematically. However, few address the needs of specific Roma groups like the LGBTI,
disabled, or elderly. Intra-EU mobile Roma and other excluded groups often remain overlooked in
new NRSFs, as does linguistic and intra-ethnic diversity in relevant countries.

The report summarises the findings as follows:

Roma participation:
o In many countries, including notably Bulgaria and Hungary, the governmental agencies
responsible for NRSF development did not incorporate civil society’s inputs. In general, the
enhanced engagement of Roma and pro-Roma civil society, especially in crafting NRSF
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documents, does not often result in a significant enhancement of their active role in public
policy and citizenship.

o To move beyond superficial involvement and ensure genuine and impactful Roma
participation, there is a crucial need to build the capabilities of the Roma civil society and
actively engage Roma at both central and local tiers. Greater emphasis should be placed on
amplifying the voices of Romani women and the younger generation.

Content of the new NRCFs:

o The 2020-2030 EURSF marks a shiftin recognizing society's responsibility for Roma inclusion,
identifying antigypsyism and other barriers as significant obstacles to inclusion. Unlike the
previous 2011 EU Framework, the new EURSF has set quantitative EU-level targets for Roma
well-being by 2030, emphasising equality of outcomes rather than just opportunities.
However, these changes are only partially incorporated in the new NRSFs. Thanks to the
international Roma movement, some NRSFs recognhise and address antigypsyism, while
many NRSFs treat the fight against antigypsyism as a standalone action, focusing on
awareness campaigns, monitoring, and education, e.g. in Czechia, Slovakia, and Romania.
Some countries, such as Bulgaria and Hungary, recognise the problem but offer no solutions,
while others ignore it entirely.

o Often, the task of inclusion remains on the Roma themselves, with only a few NRSFs
recognising mainstream society's role in inclusion. While Roma-specific issues are not
primary drivers of mainstream policy reforms, several NRSFs are beginning to consider the
diverse needs within the Roma community, such as those of women, youth, and children.
However, certain groups like Roma LGBTI, disabled, elderly, and undocumented Roma often
remain overlooked.

Relevance of the national strategies:

o Most NRSFs do not align with the broader goals of the 2020-2030 EURSF. They mainly focus
on the four primary policy sectors (education, employment, healthcare, and housing),
combating discrimination and, in some countries, promoting Romani culture. However, this
promotion often leans towards preserving traditional aspects rather than modern
developments.

o While older EU Member States prioritise social protection and poverty reduction, Central and
Eastern European countries overlook the deep-seated poverty issues faced by the Roma,
especially since the post-Communist era. Official stances, often challenged by experts, tend
to lean towards a narrow neoliberal perspective, suggesting that education alone can resolve
Roma's social exclusion.

o Educational segregation remains a substantial issue in countries with significant Roma
populations. The measures introduced by these nations are not comprehensive enough.
While some success has been noted in secondary education, efforts to enhance Roma
participation in tertiary education are evident in specific countries. The challenge of Roma
NEETs has also been a focus in several states.
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