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INTRODUCTION

Minority groups - whether their status be based upon ethnic, racial, linguistic, national or
religious differences - face severe, sometimes, life-threatening problems in almost every part of
the world. The rise in migration, both internally and externally, has intensified the phenome-
non, with increasingly negative effects on the quality of life of minority group members. All too
frequently the basic rights of minority cultures are violated, and those who suffer the most, as
always, are the children.

Discrimination against minority groups gives rise to a concentration of problems typical of
socially marginalized groups: poverty, low school attendance rates, markedly higher than average
levels of infant mortality and morbidity, high rates of juvenile delinquency, as well as frequent
situations of exploitation and abuse among working children.

Furthermore, the problems of minority groups are witnessed both in poor and rich countries.
To cite some examples: the Gypsies in Europe, the Turks in Germany, Kurds in Turkey, Arabs
in France, Mayas in Guatemala, the Aguarunas in Amazonia and the Eritreans in Ethiopia. To
be sure, a large share of the world’s population is made up of minorities, and most of these social
groups suffer extreme situations of discrimination and deprivation, suggesting that initiatives to
improve their conditions need to be taken in the economic, social and culrural fields. While
appropriate solutions are urgently needed, they are by no means easy to find.

But, without such measures, there is a strong risk that the rising phenomena of ethnic con-
flict, xenophobia, racism and religious intolerance will be fuelled, with alarming and dangerous
consequences for the protection of the rights of the weaker groups of society. The fact that the
problems of minority groups do not appear to stem exclusively from a lack of material resources
enhances the challenge to push for further analysis in order to bring about change in public atti-
tudes and values as well as political will,

The case of the Gypsies' provides an articulate example of a minority group suffering espe-
cially severe discrimination. In the majority of European countries, both in the East and West,
access to basic services i1s extremely limited for Gypsies. The consequences can be devastating:
in some cities of Italy and France, for example, infant mortality among Gypsies is double the
national average, while in some regions of Romania and former Yugoslavia barely 40 per cent of
Gypsy children receive full vaccination.

Given the magnitude of the economic problems facing central and eastern Europe, and to

1 The term ‘Gypsy’ is used generically throughourt the text to refer to all nomadic, semi-sedentary and sedentary population
groups of Indian origin as well as those of non-Indian origins, such as Travellers, who identify themselves as such using
various local names. This working definition has been taken from Acton, T, Gypsy Politics and Social Change, London and
Boston: Routledge & Kegan, 1974, and is used for stylistic convenience and readability.
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6 CHILDREN#MINORITIES

help deal with the particular needs of children, the 1990 UNICEF Executive Board approved a
special three-year effort of “transitional support”?. Amongst other measures, UNICEF was author-
ized to support “data collection on the situation of children and women, analytical studies, tech-
nical workshops, information materials and other related activities”. Recommendations were also
made as a result of the 1991 UNICEF missions, in which I was involved, to the Czech and Slovak
Federal Republic to support activities for sharing experience in the areas of minorities and the
implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. In particular, the
Report from these missions recommended that “An international conference or seminar be con-
vened, focusing particularly on issues related to Gypsy children and youth, to which would be
invited various specialists and representatives of interested agencies. Such a seminar could look at
and develop ideas on how to reach agreements on international cooperation; identification of suc-
cessful approaches to ameliorate the problem; needs and resources available for the provision of
technical assistance, including for the evaluation of pilot efforts; appropriate channels for the shar-
ing of information and documentation among different projects relating to Gypsy minorities
throughout the world; and opportunities for mobilizing political and financial support.”®

It was within this context that the UNICEF International Child Development Centre in
Florence organized a two-day Workshop in October 1992 on “Growing Up as a Gypsy”, and
which has resulted in the present publication. It examines some of the aforementioned issues
and particularly how they apply to the situation of Gypsy children in Europe.

Chapter 1 gives an overall perspective on what makes a minority, examining the factors which
fuel the development and perpetuation of discriminatory practices against social groups. Chapter
2 provides valuable insights into the major issues of concern expressed at the October Workshop
and summarizes the main conclusions and recommendations for effective ways forward.

Through a review of current literature on Gypsies, Chapter 3 makes an innovative analysis of
the social conditions of European Gypsy children and their families, highlighting approaches used
to date to address their needs. Based on four European country case-studies commissioned by
UNICEF ICDC, Chapter 4 discusses the living conditions of Gypsy communities and their chil-
dren, which point to the persistence of severe discriminatory practices. Finally, Chapter 5 addresses
the issue of cultural ‘change’ within a Gypsy context, reviewing examples in of change and adap-
tation in Gypsy communities in western as well as central and eastern European countries.

In many ways, the Gypsies are emblematic of minorities. Their way of life is their distin-
guishing characteristic. It is also the grounds for discrimination against them. Yet Article 2 of the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is particularly clear on the question of
non-discrimination, stating that each child’s rights shall be respected and ensured “without dis-
crimination of any kind”. This is a non-negotiable and universal right for all children.

However, the information presented in this publication makes it clear that the world’s 7-8
million Gypsy children are still a long way from enjoying their full rights as children and as mem-
bers of a minority group. Their needs, as those of children of all minority groups, must be
answered. We thus face a clear challenge: to facilitate better understanding of the issues that
pose obstacles to Gypsy children and to mobilize action for their well-being. As Sinéad ni
Shuinéar points out in her paper, the Gypsies present a microcosm of the challenge of intercul-
tural coexistence. What we learn in the process of interacting with Gypsies can also help in our
relations with other minorities. This study offers an important contribution to that end.

Sust Kessler M.D.

Senior Advisor

Central and Eastern Europe Section
Programme Division

UNICEF, New York

2 UNICEF 1990 Executive Board, “Children in Eastern Europe: An Information Note”, 30 March 1990 (E/ICEF/1990/CRP.4)
3 “In Transition: Mission Reports, Czech and Slovak Federal Republic, August and December 19917, Central and Eastern
Europe Unit Programme Division, UNICEF.



THE MAKING OF MINORITIES

ENZO PACE

Introduction

“My story is not something I learnt from a book,
nor even something I learnt on my own...My life
story is the story of my people.”

Rigoberta Menchi

Recounting her childhood, Rigoberta
Mench tells the story of the Quiché, the Gua-
temalan ethnic group she belongs to. She also
tells the story of what it means to grow up in
and be part of an ethnic minority group. As
she remembers and writes, two significant
aspects of minorities as a condition emerge:
Rigoberta is aware of the segregation which
divides her community from the more power-
ful Spanish group, the Ladinos; and her iden-
tification with the community, developed
early and absolutely, is the result of the trans-
mission of values (language, family model,
agricultural techniques, and so on) from gen-
eration to generation. In looking into her own
past, this 23 year-old woman reveals the
harshness of marginalization discovered at an
early age in a society in which the Indios have
been, and remain, systematically segregated.

This example points to three areas vital
to the discussion of and understanding of
minority groups in today’s world:

e the importance of social and cultural iden-
tity in defining the concept of minority;

e the relationship between the minority
group and the dominant culture;

e the special position of children within a
minority.

Defining Ethnic Minority

A ‘minority’ is a social group marked by
certain significant differences from the dom-
inant social system. In other words, a minor-
ity is a subordinate segment of a global soci-
ety shaped by its state structures.

Firstly, a social group may be considered
a minority when its subordination becomes
grounds for stigmatization by a powerful
social and political group, emphasizing the
physical or cultural differences so that social
labelling becomes based on negative sterco-
types (‘the Blacks smell’...the Jews are
misers’...‘the Gypsies are thieves’). This
mechanism reinforces the process of discrim-
ination experienced on many levels within
the majoricy society: denial of civil rights;
segregation of children in the education sys-
tem; discrimination in employment; high
morbidity levels; marginalization and conse-
quent exposure to social deviance.

Secondly, a social group made up of
immigrants forced to move from their native
country to another for economic or political
reasons may be treated as a minority. In this
case, they are considered by the dominant
group as ‘guest workers’ (Gastarbeiter in Ger-
man), i.e., foreign workers living temporarily
in the ‘host’ country. These immigrants are
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generally cut off from the predominant social
group, living in the poorest, ghetto-like areas;
communicating only minimally in the new
language; forming a large section of the new
urban industrial labour force concentrated in
unskilled and semi-skilled employment;
sending their children to segregated or less-
qualified schools; and often accepting the
rules of the ‘black market’ (low salaries, no
welfare system, dirty and dangerous jobs).

“In both of these cases, the minority group
occupies a subordinate position in the society
in terms of the power structure, social strati-
fication and the cultural system. Therefore, a
social group becomes a minority only when
another group is able to impose its point of
view and will (political, economic, religious,
linguistic) on the former. From the dominant
group’s perspective, a minority is a social
group which has not been able to integrate
itself into the prevailing socio-cultural model.

It is important to note that the size of a
social group is irrelevant in the definition of a
minority. A majority may form a minority cul-
ture, as is the case for the black people of
South Africa who make up 70 per cent of the
country’s population. There are many peo-
ples around the world who form national
minorities despite their large numbers.

The most significant element in defining
the concept of minority is the relationship
between a social group and the structure and
distribution of power within the society.
‘Power’ in this context refers to the power to
define the boundaries of values shared by
individuals with a common heritage living in
the same territory. Those people or groups
who do not accept these boundaries conse-
quently become a minority. The refusal of a
group to be incorporated into the dominant
value system can have many negative reper-
cussions for them: loss of territory, segrega-
tion into the lowest social strata, and repres-
sion of various possibilities of expression
(religion, language, specific family customs,
rites of passage, and so on). It means a sharp
attack on the identity of the group, resulting
in social subordination and marginalization.

Historically speaking, the creation of a
nation-state is not only a process of conquest

of a territory, culminating in the construction
of a new political structure (State). Itis also a
process of cultural unification through a com-
mon official language, a national religion and
a political ideology. The resulting integration
or separation of a minority, depending on the
specific social, political and historical condi-
tions, is perceived within the collective con-
sciousness of the minority group as a resist-
ance to foreign rule.

Identity, Space and Time

The discussion so far has given an indica-
tion of the structural elements defining a
minority. The concept of power is important,
but not sufficient in defining a ‘minority’. A
social group becomes a minority when its col-
lective identity is backed by strong genealog-
ical or spatial relationships. Time and space
are generally the main symbolic resources
used by minorities around the world in the
development of their group identity and in
their fight for survival.

Time or genealogical relationship: peo-
ple form a social unity based on ‘belonging
together’. The primary genealogical relation-
ship is the family or other kinds of kinship
groups (lineage, clan, tribes, and so on).
When these natural relations interweave with
shared cultural aspects (religion, language,
social organization), the people build up a
common history, a real source of collective
memory and identity. In this way, memory
plus identity determine the group solidarity
of a minority.

Space or spatial relationship: people
are commonly defined as forming a social
unit because they live in one place and col-
lectively make their living there. This does
not exclude nomadic people, who also have a
territory on which they move about in search
of pasture, water, cattle markets, and so on.
They know their territory, and it represents
for them a natural and cultural environment.
The concept of territory runs deeper than
physical environment to include the notion of
human and sacred presence. It is therefore
possible to extend the concept of spatial rela-
tionship to peoples such as the Jewish people



(before the creation of the state of Israel) or
the many Gypsy communities who have no
territory of their own,

For many contemporary minorities, the
sacred dimension of their attachment to their
territory encompasses time, space and iden-
tity. The struggle of the Australian Aborigines
against the loss of land considered sacred
within their culture provides a potent exam-
ple. Their active fight against large multi-
national mining interests and other uses of
land which for them is the home of their
mythical ancestors of the Dreamtime has
become a strong movement aiming at state
recognition of their land rights. This group
struggle implies a sense of belonging together
by virtue of common descent. In this case, the
reservoir of symbols, languages and customs
are symbolized by ‘land rights’ because of its
relevance to their collective memory.

Language and Religion

Is a social group which speaks a different
language to the official one or which prays to
a God which is not that of the dominant reli-
gion necessarily a minority? Generally speak-
ing, when an ethnic conflict occurs, it involves
either linguistic or religious difference.

The Armenians share a similar history to
the Jewish people, including persecution,
attempted genocide and dispersion. The pop-
ulation of this ethnic group currently reaches
approximately 6 million, with the majority in
the USA and Europe and a smaller proportion
concentrated in the former Soviet Republics
of Armenia, Azerbaidjan and Georgia. The
current conflict with the Azerbaidjanis sees
the Christian Armenians fighting the Muslim
Azerbaidjanis (75 per cent Shi’ites). The
Christian heritage of the Armenians has
worked as a reservoir of cultural symbols cre-
ating national identity. In this case, religion
supports the cyclical resurgence of nationalist
ideology, and in so doing it represents the
‘language’ of collective memory which
together with the Armenian language creates
a strong cultural identirty.

The situation of the Tamils in Sn Lanka
provides a further example of the role lan-

guage and religion can play in ethnic conflict.
This island has 15,600,000 inhabitants: 72 per
cent are Singhalese, the majority of whom are
Buddhists, and 21 per cent are Tamils, practis-
ing Hindus or Muslims. The conflict between
the Tamil minority and the Government
began in 1977 and is still going on, with an
increase in tension felt recently. The decision
by the leaders of the Singhalese people to
make their language (Sinhala) the official and
only state language is one of the major root
causes of the troubles. The combination of
religion and language in this case worked as a
process of national self-identification for the
Singhalese people. Indeed, in order to rein-
force the link berween religion and language,
the Singhalese leaders revived the old and
sacred myth of Sri Lanka as the chosen land
of Buddhism. In this mythical reconstruction
of the past, the Tamils therefore played the
role of wicked, barbaric and foreign people.

While the influence of religion and lan-
guage in the consciousness of a minority is
relatively marginal in relation to the more
crucial elements already described, these two
factors can function as instruments of
defence for a social group fighting against
dominant social and political forces which
may jeopardize its identity and therefore its
survival as a group.

Nation and Minority

The concept of ‘nation’ developed last
century in Europe. Historically, the ‘nation’ is
a political unity created through a process of
unification of a territory, facilitated by the
existence of a common or dominant cultural
system (language, cultural values, religion,
political and economic interests, and so on).
It is an abstract notion, of course. In practice,
in contemporary history, nations were con-
structed according to the historical back-
ground of the various peoples. At the end of
European colonialism in North Africa, for
instance, many Arab countries tried to estab-
lish independent states on the basis of the
European ideological approach to the
‘nation’. Decolonization, in abstract terms,
implied preparing the population of a colony

GYPSIES 9
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for self-determination. In exploited colonies, The construction of a national identity
sectionalized along racial lines, decoloniz- has usually been the result of domination by
ation specifically concerned the people a ‘majority’ over groups Or communities
native to the country. which didn’t accept the official language, uni-

A mother and
child take part in
a UNICEF-
supported
nutrition surcey
at a chinic in the
Kurdish village of
Daratu, in

Arbil governorate.




fied belief system, the new legal system, and,
finally, the process of assimilation with this
dominant value system. A social group which
maintains specific and different features in
relation to the culture of the majority
becomes a minority in the nation-state: it
becomes a peripheral community forced to
choose assimilation or seek other strategies to
defend its identity.
Therefore, a minority group can be:
¢ a nation which has lost an earlier territorial
settlement;

¢ an ethnic group with a more or less inde-
pendent past which has been taken over by
a stronger state;

¢ an ethnic group which, after gaining inde-
pendence from a state, later becomes
assimilated into another;

¢ an ethnic community which never inte-
grated into a state.

The situation of the Kurds represents the
most significant example of a people which
became a minority culture through the loss of
a territorial settlement. The Kurds are an
ancient people, probably dating back to the
nomadic tribes of the sixth century B.C.
Their ‘country’, Kurdistan, was the kingdom
of this ethnic group up to the formation of the
Iranian Empire and, later, of the Ottoman
Empire. After the collapse of this latter in
1920, the Kurds claimed the creation of an
independent Kurdistan. Instead, with the
Sevres Agrcement of 1920, and the Lausanne
Peace Conference of 1923, the Kurdish peo-
ple were dispersed among various States.
Table 1 sums up the effects, in numerical
terms, of this dispersion.

» KURDISH POPULATIONS
IN SIX STATES IN 1983

L POPULATION POPULATION. % TP
Turkey 45000000 9000 000 20
Irag 14 000 000 3500000 25
Iran 41 000 000 4 000 000 10
Syria 9 600 000 800 000 8
Lebanon 2 600 000 60 000 2
ex-USSR 272 000 000 270000 1

Sources: Caratini, 1986 (figures rounded).

The Kurdish language has been prohib-
ited in Turkey since 1924 when, under the
leadership of Kemal Ataturk, the drive to
build national unity in the new Turkey began.
T'his act of repression set a long, unending
story of persecution in motion and, at the
same time, provoked the beginning of orga-
n.zed resistance on the part of the Kurds.
Each military action staged by the Kurds was
met with tough repression by the Ankara Gov-
ernment. The situation for the Kurds has
severely worsened in  Iran since the
Khomeini-led Fundamentalist revolution as
well as in Iraq, where the recent Gulf War set
the Kurds’ hopes on obtaining autonomy in
the province of Mossul. The plight of these
people, both during and after the Gulf War,
blatantly points to the tragedy of ethnic con-
flict.

Internal and External Factors

Minority 1s a relational concept, involving
the social group and the societal environment
in which the group lives. Relations can
change as a result of both internal and exter-
nal factors. With regard to the former, the
process of national unification of a state can
provoke a parallel process of discrimination
against those groups that refuse to accept the
cultural, religious or political homogenization
imposed by the nation-state. It should be
stressed that this process of nationalization
need not affect all ethnic components of a
state population. Some could accept being
‘nationalized’, i.c., being absorbed into the
national core without provoking specific
social problems.

The major external factors affecting a
social group’s relations with the dominant
society are changes in political boundaries
and migration. The inclusion of an ethnic
group in a new state may be perceived as a
danger to national unity or an expression of a
threatening  ‘foreign’ Migration
implies a transfer of people from a familiar

culture.

environment to another, with the consequent
realization that the new environment
imposes new social rules, and the need to
make an effort to adapt to them.

GYPSIES
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As ‘minority’ is a relational concept, the
conditions of a minority group depend on the
level of ‘interethnic capital’ a society has
accumulated, i.e., the length and depth of
experience of coexistence between different
ethnic groups on the same national territory.
The greater the experience accumulated, the
better are the possibilities for coping with
problems and conflicts in the relations
between minority groups and the global soci-
ety. Therefore, the more limited 1s a society’s
experience, the higher the probability of
repression and discrimination against minori-
ties. How then does a minority react when it
perceives its position as one of inferiority?

Strategies of Survival

Generally speaking, and according to a
number of important studies (Wirth, 1945;
Park, 1952; Rex, 1988), a minority culture
goes through a sort of ‘life cycle”

' N INTEGRATION
lferst Seiond 1 h:d ASSIMILATION
= == e SEPARATION
Gontact  Conflict  Solutions 55 o1 AN

When contact between a minority group
and the majority culture becomes conflictual,
the minority generally seeks to employ one
of these four survival strategies. Assimilation
refers to the absorption of a minority group
into the host or dominant society, with a con-
sequent dissolution of the cultural features of
the group. This process normally involves an
increasingly equal distribution of the minor-
ity group members in the various social struc-
tures, including in employment, the educa-
tion system, public positions, and widespread
intermarriage.

Integration means that an ethnic group
tries to maintain some or all of its cultural
characteristics, while seeking to minimize the
practical problems inherent in adapting to
the dominant society. Integration is the result
of collective negotiation, but the existence of
only a very few living examples implies that
1t 1s more a model of multicultural and plural-
1stic society than a viable option. Some very
small communities in the USA, such as the

Mennonites, have managed to preserve their
cultural features (Francis, 1976).

For many minority cultures, however,
surviving means resisting discrimination, seg-
regation, forced assimilation, or even geno-
cide. Groups commonly react by making
claims for greater autonomy or complete
independence, or by organizing collective
political action against the dominant society.

.

Children of Minorities

There is a special minority within each
minority culture: children. In the dominant
society, the children of a minority must endure
along with their parents the problems of social
and cultural discrimination, and they are even
more exposed to the risk of cultural dissolu-
tion. A comprehensive study has not yet been
undertaken on the situation of children of
minority cultures. Only fragmented data is
available on minorities, and as a rule these do
not give specific information on children.

Studying the impact of migration on the
various ethnic minority groups, particularly in
Europe and the USA, which try to reproduce
in the host society some of the characteristics
of their native culture, can help us to under-
stand the special situation of children of
minority groups. Children in such groups
have to deal with the emotional conflict of
reconciling two different cultures, with con-
sequent feelings of insecurity and anxiety.
Some children manage to develop a strategy
of adapting their own culture to the new one,
while others remain torn between the two.
This conflict often has negative effects on
their cognitive and emotional development,
social relations and educational achievement.
Furthermore, as these groups invariably live
in rundown environments, their children
have to deal with the many problems gener-
ated by such poor material conditions, includ-
ing unhealthy housing, few educational
opportunities, and various forms of criminal-
ity such as the drug market and prostitution
which may involve the children themselves.

One of the most significant difficulties
for children of minority cultures is learning a
new language different to their mother



tongue. As language is not only a system of
signs, but also involves the transmission of
values from generation to generation, linguis-
tic success for minority group children often
requires rejecting their origins and accepting
the cultural perspective of the ‘host’ society.

The problems for the children of those
ethnic minority groups forced to live in segre-
gated and subordinated social dependence are
even more complex and debilitating. In this
case, children’s conditions are not only com-
promised with regard to opportunities, but
also on the crucial level of health and develop-
ment, with significantly higher morbidity and
mortality levels often found. Examples may
be cited from all parts of the world.

The large majority of native American
Indians still live in reservation camps in con-
ditions far inferior to those required for
healthy child development. According to the
World Directory of Minorities (Minority
Rights Group, 1990):

In 1985 half of the Indian workforce
had no work while in some areas
unemployment was as high as 75%.
There are housing shortages on the
reservations and 55% of homes are
sub-standard. The Indian population
has a greater incidence of communica-
ble diseases and fatal infectious ill-
nesses... Many Indian people are
depressed, lacking in iniuative, self
assurance and not able to live success-
fully in their own culture or the white
culture.

The effects of such poor living conditions
are inevitably suffered by children, impeding
their development and opportunities. The
Government introduced the Indian Educa-
tion Act (1970) in response, in particular, to
the high levels of school abandonment
among Indian children, but the rates still
stand between 45 and 62 per cent.

The situation of the Indios in Guatemala
is sadly telling. Campaigns of repression
against the Indios villages have taken a heavy
toll, including for children: by 1984, 440 vil-
lages in the departments of Quiche,

Huehuetenango, San Marcos, Chimalte-
nango, Verapaz and Solola had been de-
stroyed. And, according to a report by the
Juvenile Division of the Supreme Court of
Guatemala between 100,000 and 200,000
children had lost at least one parent in the
violence (Minority Rights Group, 1991).

Since 1987, when a second campaign of
repression was instituted against the Indios
movements, many more villages have been
destroyed, families have been deprived of
their land and deported to the so-called model
villages, young children have been killed or
injured and others have lost their parents. The
ethnic Indios minorities remain right at the
bottom of the social hierarchy in Guatemala,
with average life expectancy 16 years lower
than for the ILadinos, a dominant Spanish
group; infant mortality rates as high as 134 per
1,000 compared to a national average of 80 per
1,000; malnutrition affecting 82 per cent of
under-five Indios children; literacy mastered
by only 20 per cent of Indios compared to 50
per cent of Ladinos, implying that a large
number of children do not attend school
(Minority Rights Group, 1990).

In India, the so-called ‘scheduled castes’
(or ‘untouchables’) may be considered a
minority even though they are made up of
various sub-groups with different languages
and ethnic traditions, the origins of which
remain the subject of controversy. The caste
system, declared sacred by an ancient Hindu
text, relegated the scheduled castes to the
very bottom of the social hierarchy. In the
past, and until the reform introduced by Gan-
dhi and the battle for recognition of their civil
rights by the Ambedkar, they could do noth-
ing to improve the conditions imposed on
them by religious belief. Despite considerable
efforts by the various governments since
India’s Independence, the scheduled castes
remain grossly disadvantaged and underprivi-
leged. Ninety per cent stll live in poor rural
areas, while the rest have migrated to cites.
There they are inevitably forced to live in
slums in terrible hygienic conditions, accept-
ing the most degrading jobs and often suffer-
ing sexual harassment (especially young girls).
In general, scheduled caste children still face

GYPSIES 13
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discrimination in education: in 1980 only 75
per cent of the six to 11 age group attended
school compared with an overall 88 per cent.
This difference increases for older children:
only 26 per cent of the 11-16 age group
attended school versus a national average of
42 per cent (Minority Rights Group, 1990).
Children are very often obliged to work to
contribute to the family economy; the small-
est and least powerful workers, they are most
vulnerable to exploitation and ill-treatment.

A report (E/CN.4/1992/55) presented to
the 48th Session of the United Nations Com-
mission on Human Rights on the sale of chil-
dren, the slave-like conditions endured by
children in many parts of the world are docu-
mented: in the sweatshops of Bombay, Cal-
cutta and Delhi in India, the use and abuse of
children from the scheduled castes is com-
mon; in the Dominican Republic, many chil-
dren from the Haitian minority are employed
on the sugar farms; and in Colombia, about
three million abandoned Indios children (the
‘Gaminos’) work in the underground mines,
earning about 7 pesos per box of raw material.
Child exploitation is not only restricted to the
developing countries, as the report illustrates.
In the USA, 150,000 Mexican children (under
10 years of age) work in the clandestine
clothing workshops in the state of New York
alone.

The story of the Kurds, as we have seen,
i1s one of persecution and discrimination.
Reports by Amnesty International and up-to-
date information given by the Institut Kurde
de Paris document appalling violations
against Kurdish children.

In Iraq, about 100,000 children died in the
north of the country in 1991 as a result of
water and milk poisoned by the Iraqi regime
(Institut Kurde de Paris, 1992b); large num-
bers of children died from epidemic diarrhoea
and dehydration as a result of the dreadful
hygienic conditions in the refugee camps
where many Kurds sought shelter during and
after the Gulf War (Institut Kurde de Paris,
1992a); in Suleyman, the most important town
in the Kurd district of Iraq, the Gulf War and

reprisals instituted by Saddam Hussein in
reaction to the Kurds’ claims for indepen-
dence or greater autonomy resulted in the
large-scale destruction of schools and a com-
plete lack of provision for children handi-
capped or orphaned during the war (Institut
Kurde de Paris, 1992¢).

An Amnesty International 1992 newslet-
ter report documents cases of Kurdish chil-
dren being tortured at the hands of the Turk-
ish police; the evacuation and destruction of
many Kurd villages by the Turkish Army,
including  Sirnak (25,000  inhabitants),
Cukurca (7,000), Kulp (6,000) and Hani
(7,000), with a large part of the population,
particularly women, children and elderly peo-
ple pushed towards the refugee camps along
the border between Turkey and Iran. Finally,
as their own language is forbidden in the
Turkish schools, many Kurdish children reject
their mother tongue. This often leads to a
rejection of their whole culture, as they are
taught that the Kurds are dirty and primitive.
When they go home to their villages, they
assert that they are Turks and not Kurds.

The relationship between a ‘minority’
group and the ‘majority’ culture is largely
based on the structure and distribution of
power, and, as these examples illustrate, the
most powerless are the children. On one level
is the material and social deprivation they
suffer, with all the repercussions of illness,
abuse, exploitation and marginalization, as a
result of their ‘minority’ status. On a second
level is the cultural deprivation experienced
by children through pressure exerted on
them to accept and internalize the majority
culture. Discrimination in education, particu-
larly the use of the dominant language and
denial of the minority’s own culture and lan-
guage, works as the most powerful tool to
subordinate, or even eliminate, a minority
group. For this reason, removing the stigma
from ‘minority’, and working towards a soci-
ety which accepts and gives value to cultural
difference, has to begin with children:
encouraging rather than denying the devel-
opment of cultural identity.
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“GROWING UP AS A GYPSY"” Workshop

A two-day Workshop, organized by UNICEF
Internationatl Child Development Centre with the
active cooperation of the Bernard Van Leer Founda-
tion, was held in Florence, ltaly, in October 1992. The
aim of the meeting was to discuss the many techni-
cal issues and practical implications relating to the
development of a comprehensive strategy for analy-
sis and action in support of Gypsy children and their
families.

Several factors contributed to the success of the
Workshop, and the background papers prepared for
the meeting provided an excellent starting point for
stimulating and productive discussion. Importantly,
the Workshop was able to capitalize on the valuable
insights generated from many years' experience in
the design, management and evaluation of pro-
grammes targeting Gypsy children and families of
participants from the Bernard Van Leer Foundation,
Commission of the European Community (Task
Force Human Resources, Education, Training, and
Youth), Exchange for Community Development in
Europe (ECDEJ, International Helsinki Federation for
Human Rights and Save the Children Fund, UK as
well as the valuable contributions of other partici-
pants with expertise in applied anthropology, child
psychology and programme development. The main
areas of discussion included:

» the living conditions experienced by Gypsy children

and their families in Europe, including issues relating

. 1o health, accommodation, socialization, education,

vocational training, employment, child crime, the

legal situation, inter-generational dynamics and

social integration, as well as the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ fac-
tors determining those conditions:

> past and ongoing programmes targeting Gypsy
children and their families in various fields, includ-
ing health, education, accommodation, child-

family networks, child-community support, and
lessons to be learnt from those experiences:

» a proposal for future research, and the possibility
for social mobilization initiatives.

The initial impetus for a Workshop on Gypsies
came as a response to the shared recognition of the
need for a valid, reliable and culturally relevant frame-
work which could be used to evaluate, plan and
implement intiatives for and with Gypsy children and
their families. While some research has been under-
taken on an individual country level, the results and
implications, with few exceptions, are generally not
applicable in different national settings. There is
therefore a strong need to develop a consistent and
complete set of indicators to analyse the situation of
Gypsy children and children of other minority groups
within and across countries.

While it needs to be underlined that no minority
group situation is fully comparable to any other,
some problems are shared by different minorities.
Indeed, a greater understanding of both the similari-
ties and the differences in living conditions experi-
enced by minority cultures would be of enormous
value in the development of effective initiatives for
change. This in itself provides further confirmation of
the need for a comprehensive and cross-culturally
applicable set of welfare indicators for children in dif-
ficult circumstances, particularly children of minori-
ties. In this way, the relevance of the Growing up as
a Gypsy Workshop goes far beyond the specific situ-
ation of Gypsy children to that of children of all minor-
ity groups.

The paper which follows by Sinéad nf Shuinéar
covers many of the issues discussed at the Work-
shop and highlights the main conclusions drawn by
the participants.



GROWING UP AS A GYPSY

INSIGHTS FROM THE OCTOBER 1992 UNICEF ICDC WORKSHOP

SINEAD NI SHUINEAR

The Issues

Overview

The world is currently in ferment, with
contradictory trends creating widespread
uncertainty and disquiet. On the one hand,
there has been a vast cultural levelling:
music, clothing, food and lifestyles are
becoming more and more uniform, and this
has been parallelled in the political sphere,
with the major ideological divisions gone. On
the other hand, there has been a resurgence
of regionalism and ethnic conflict. Either
trend, taken to extremes, may result in cul-
tural impoverishment for all. There is an
increasingly urgent need to find a middle
way: a way to break down barriers and pool
the resources of all without losing diversity in
the process. In this context, the Gypsy issue
is particularly relevant. Gypsies are the
minority par excellence: a permanent minority,
familiar for centuries in every European
country, but also in the United States, Latin
America, Asia and Australia. The Gypsies
present a microcosm of the challenge of inter-
cultural coexistence. What we learn in the
process of interacting with Gypsies can also
help in our relations with other minorities.
This may also provide insights of use in other
contexts in which a ‘folk” minority confronts
an ‘urban’ majority, such as in the developing
countries where interethnic urban situations
are becoming increasingly evident. Most

importantly, the Gypsy experience can teach
us that seemingly straightforward questions -
such as health care, accommodation, school
provision, vocational training - can become
incredibly complicated in the context of
interethnic dynamics. To ignore this fact is to
condemn both cultural sides to an impasse of
inappropriate responses, wasted resources
and spiralling resentment.

A further valuable insight may be gained
by looking into the ‘Gypsy question”: here is
a people - or, rather, many peoples - who have
been absorbing what they consider useful
from alien cultures for centuries, while
remaining uncompromisingly themselves.
Isn’t this precisely the balance to aspire
towards in the ‘new world’ of intercultural
coexistence’ In this context, the Gypsies may
really have something to teach us.

The Gypsy Child

Few topics are so emotive as child-
rearing, and small wonder: it 1s the means by
which we perpetuate our way of life, shape
our own future, pass on our dreams. Over the
past century, scores of scientific studies have
been undertaken on the processes which
transform infants into well-adjusted and
responsible adults. But even a cursory review
of the literature reveals that there is abso-
lutely no practice which has not, in some
period, been promoted as indispensable and,
in another, condemned as irreparably harmful
(Hardiment, 1983). Even a seemingly
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straightforward question like breastfeeding
has long been a focus of heated controversy.
There has, however, been a generally
unanimous condemnation of Gypsy child-
rearing practices. Glimpsed in the most
superficial and fragmented ways, the com-
mon perception of Gypsy children sees them
either ‘running wild’ in groups or sitting
alone for hours pleading for money from
passers-by. There 1s no apparent sign of
parental supervision or any sort of education
in practical or vocational skills.
l'urthermore, there is a general convie-
tion that Gypsy parents spend their ill-gotten
cash on drink and gold jewellery, while the
best their malnourished, ragged children can
hope for is not to be beaten. If such a picture
were even close to the truth, its victims
would desert en masse: Gypsy children would
be only too anxious to assimilate into the
non-Gypsy world, or at least to escape such
intolerable home situations. But even those

The child occupies a central position in the social and cultural world of the Gypsies.

Gypsy children judged by social workers to
be at risk, and removed into care by authori-
ties, remain fiercely loyal to their parents and
families. The Gypsy family must be doing
something right!

“The child occupies a central position in
the social and cultural world of Gypsies regard-
less of group affiliation or national origin.
Researchers unanimously praise the care
bestowed upon the Gypsy child by all mem-
bers of the family and the community. 'his
intensive care exists in tandem with distinctive
respect for the childs independence: the
Gypsy child eats, sleeps, and plays when he
wants, subject only to the requirement of
remaining within sight of family or communiry
members.” In contrast to the patterns of

industrial culture, “socialization [of the Gypsy
child] is carried on by the group rather than
the nuclear family... Children live in a climate
of freedom within the extended family, where
affective warmth and permissiveness domi-




nate. Early on, young children participate in
communal life and wish to accede to the status
of adult. The feelings of belonging to a family,
the way of life that brings together all the fam-
ily in a very small space, and participation in
the parents’ professional activities reinforce
the wholeness of the group, often opposed to
the hostility or the incomprehension of exter-
nal society” (Charlemagne, 1983).

The Gypsy child lives in a community
which supports and reinforces his sense of
belonging: he 1s never alone. And like all
members of his family, the Gypsy child lives in
a perpetual ‘now’. He expresses his moods, his
needs, his wants directly, and receives an
immediate and attentive response. The Gypsy
model 1s one of immediacy, generosity and
mutual assistance. Needs are met as they arise;
s0 too, the Gypsy socio-cconomic system as a
whole (as will be detailed later) 1s based on
culuvatng flexibility in order to respond to
demands and opportunities as they arise.

Both on a physical and emotional level,
the Gypsy child’s needs are looked after not
just by his immediate family, but by the com-
munity as a whole. This creates an intense
emotional bonding and identification with
the group, all the more so as 1t is surrounded
by hostile outsiders. The independence of
the Gypsy child does not contradict the
norms and values of the group but conforms
to them, placing the child at a distance from
the non-Gypsy world, if not directly at odds
with it. Moreover, the time the Gypsy child
spends in non-Gypsy environments is educa-
tional for him; increasing his knowledge of
the alien world enables him to make it work
more effectively to his advantage.

Health

Jan Yoors, a non-Gypsy who ran away
with the Gypsies at the age of 12 and stayed
with them for 10 years, tells the story of how
he strutted proudly back to camp one day
showing off a brand-new, expensive jacket.
His adoptive father reached out and ripped
the lapel as a reminder to him that it was,
after all, merely an object, and should be
kept in perspective (Yoors, 1967).

Gypsies make a clear distinction between
superficial appearances which they largely
ignore, and the invisible, intangible essence
which is all important for them. Without an
understanding of this differentiation, Gypsy
children in ill-fitting, ill-matched or ragged
clothing are all too often judged as neglected.
On the contrary, the shirt may well be a cou-
ple of sizes off, but it has certainly been
washed separately from foodstuffs and eating
utensils, This refusal to mix objects belong-
ing to different categories of cultural meaning
1s 50 crucial that it forms an impenetrable bar-
rier between the Gypsy and those who do not
share the same cultural distinctions. Surpris-
ingly, this includes not only other Gypsy
groups who do not observe identical princi-
ples, but all non-Gypsies, who are seen as
pervasively ‘dirty’ (regardless of how clean
they might look).

Nonetheless, the health needs of Gypsies
are far from being met. They need to live in
conditions which are not
unhealthy, but the rat-infested garbage
dumps or cramped, prefabricated dwellings
with no clean water or sewage that Gypsies

endemically
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are often forced to live in can literally be life-
threatening. Statistics from country after coun-
try show that certain types of environment-
related illnesses (especially of a gastric or
respiratory nature) are particularly prevalent in
Gypsy communities and that the mcidence of
these is typically several umes higher for Gyp-
sies than for the general population (see
“Gypsy Children in Europe”). The question of
Gypsy health is essentially the question of
Gypsy accommodation, as the root cause of
sickness and low life expectancy is so closely
linked to environmental conditions.

The Gypsy is his family and community,
which means that the individual’s health -
and most particularly the child’s health - must
be addressed within the community context,
taking full account of both objective aspects,
such as unhealthy location and lack of facili-
ties, and subjective ones, including beliefs
about sickness and health.

On the surface, health-related questions,
especially those of a serious and traumatic
nature like infant mortality, offer common
ground for Gypsy and non-Gypsy values. But
Gypsy culture is folk culture in which the
realms of medicine and religion remain closely
intertwined. Hence, prevention and treatment
may have more to do with faith and ritual than
with scientific theories and practice. Such atti-
tudes may, for example, explain the typically
low take-up rate for immunization of Gypsy
children: the relevance of these practices may
very often not be appreciated by Gypsy par-
ents. The result is, however, that services
often remain inaccessible to Gypsy children,
and this applies not only to health care but to
many fields affecting Gypsy welfare.

A further health-threatening factor for
Gypsy communities is their reluctance to
place themselves at the mercy of the non-
Gypsy world. Medical intervention is typi-
cally sought as a last resort, and this is likely
to be in a hospital emergency ward. There
are a number of reasons for this: it is visible
and accessible even to people who may be
unfamiliar with the locality; it provides an
immediate response to need; it is open 24
hours a day; it is impersonal, and thus not
perceived as directly threatening; it is gener-

ally free of charge; and finally, it is large
enough for the extended family group to
gather in and keep vigil over the sick mem-
ber. This solidarity is important for the Gypsy
community as the combination of illness and
displacement into the non-Gypsy world is
extremely traumatic for both the patient and
the extended family. It is, however, often a
cause of major tension with non-Gypsy staff.

An important exception to this avoidance
of non-Gypsy institutions occurs in the life-
or-death situation of newborn andjor sickly
babies facing the harsh winter months in all
oo frequently subhuman conditions. In such
circumstances, it is not uncommon for Gypsy
parents to place the at-risk child into foster
care or hospital until the worst of the danger
has passed. Unfortunately, an insufficient
understanding of regulations often means
that Gypsy parents are accused of child aban-
donment and therefore have great difficulty
regaining custody.

Education

“The Gypsy family has retained substan-
tial responsibilities across a wide range of ser-
vices - recreational, health, educational, eco-
nomic, religious and so on - that are normally
identified as functions of the traditional family,
and for which, among contemporary house-
dwellers, responsibility has been transferred to
[external] institutions. It is partly the non-
transference of these functions to external
institutions that has identified the Gypsy fam-
ily as anachronistic in the eyes of local and
central government officers” (Adams, e al).
Of these family functions, the one which
excites the most emotive debate is education:
the process through which the child is pre-
pared for full participation in his community.

From a non-Gypsy perspective, the
Gypsy family fails to impart many indispens-
able skills. Therefore, Gypsy children are fre-
quently classed as ‘backward’ in school -
either as ‘cognitively deficient’ or as mentally
retarded - and school provision is tailored
accordingly (see “Gypsy Children 1n
Europe”). Strangely, illiteracy among Gypsy
children is perceived as far more alarming



than Gypsy infant mortality rates, and school-
ing is therefore considered a more urgent
need than accommodation. Indeed, educa-
tion is often promoted as the panacea to
Gypsy problems: in the popular imagination,
it will eliminate illiteracy, familiarize Gypsies
with mainstream culcure and values, and
eventually enable them to get jobs and better
themselves financially.

However, despite considerable efforts
made by school authorities, the picture is the
same for Gypsies everywhere: only about a
third of Gypsy children of primary school age
are enrolled in school, with many of these
attending only uregularly. Attendance ceases
altogether at about age 12, when Gypsy
pupils typically leave school still functionally
illicerate. Why does this happen?

Part of the answer lies with Gypsy par-
ents’ attitudes and practices: they see school
as synonymous, not with ‘education for life’
(since the family provides that), but with ‘lit-
eracy’. And as Gypsy culture is a non-literate,

oral one, their attitudes to literacy are com-
plex and ambivalent: literacy is suspect,
because it increases contact with alien 1deas;
it is also seen as ‘difficult’. Coming from non-
literate homes, Gypsy children do not have
the cultural expectation that literacy will be
painlessly acquired in primary school, nor do
they have access to story-books or parental
help with homework that are common fea-
tures of non-Gypsy children’s home life (at
least in middle-class families).

But Gypsy parents are also pragmatic.
Their children generally remain non-literate
until they decide that it is an essential skill.
In the meantime, resistance to literacy -
whether conscious or not - 1s a form of ethnic
self-assertion. Seen in this light, it 1s clear
why the child’s ‘failure’ in school may be
viewed by his parents as a successful resist-
ance to acculturation into an alien, suspect
and hostile world.

Gypsy parents’ attitudes to non-Gypsy
education are further complicated by the
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need for their children to learn skills which
are of use to their own community. This they
do by watching and copying their parents and
other older members of the extended family.
Moreover, children’s help, including minding
younger children, fetching water and earning
money, is a crucial contribution to the family
and community. From this perspective, it
becomes evident that the time Gypsy chil-
dren spend in school is time spent away from
- and to the disadvantage of - their families.

Furthermore, school as an institution
within non-Gypsy cultures serves a primary
function of socializing children to take their
place in non-Gypsy society. This process
entails a great deal that is at odds with the
goals and methods of the Gypsy socialization
process. Strict timetables, immobility, group
discipline and obedience to a single authority
figure all conflict with Gypsy emphasis on
immediacy, flexibility and shared authority.
Moreover, and strangely for the Gypsy child,
school treats him as an individual rather than
as a member of his family: brothers and sis-
ters are separated by age, and parents have no
say in the classroom.

While at school, the Gypsy child is
immersed in an alien world. From the Gypsy
parents’ perspective, this has its positive side:
their children must get to know and under-
stand the non-Gypsy world in order to coexist
with it. On the other hand, it is also threaten-
ing for them: their children may begin to inter-
nalize non-Gypsy cultural models. Therefore,
the school experience is seen as best kept to a
minimum, and normally ceases altogether
when, at puberty, the Gypsy child reaches the
point of adulthood within his culture.

Yet many Gypsy parents are adamant that
their children should master non-Gypsy
skills, and are willing to send their children to
school. The fact that their children emerge
illiterate is probably due to the school’s fail-
ure to take their particular needs into suffi-
cient account. In every European country, a
highly disproportionate number of Gypsy
children spend their entire school career in
‘special’ classes specifically for them or, even
more detrimentally, for the mentally handi-
capped. In either case, it is unlikely that the

teacher has had any training in the realities of
Gypsy culture. The Gypsy child’s cultural
difference is generally greeted with hostility
by schoolmates, and not infrequently by
teachers as well. As a general rule, teachers’
expectations of Gypsy children are so low
that little effort is made to teach them.

This assumes, of course, that the Gypsy
child can get into school in the first place. In
reality, bureaucracy and discrimination fre-
quently combine to leave many willing
Gypsy pupils - even fully sedentary ones -
outside the school gates. Additional practical
problems, such as school transport and the
cost of uniforms and books, also have the
effect of deterring many children.

The wend among Gypsy families is
towards an increased demand for non-Gypsy
skills, with a view to incorporating them
into the Gypsy life-style. There is therefore
a growing need for these skills to be made
available with no cultural strings attached.
This requires a recognition and redressing of
the problems outlined here, and more: an
actively multicultural vision both of the class-
room and, naturally, of the broader social
organization it reflects.

Accommodation

“Nomadism is as much a state of mind as
a state of fact” (Liégeois, 1987). Indeed, the
great majority of Gypsy communities have
been sedentary for centuries. Yet nomadism
remains a fundamental element of Gypsy cul-
ture, even for sedentarized groups. Gypsy fam-
ilies develop little attachment to their dwelling
and little sense of involvement in local issues.
Their society is in fact organized along lines of
kinship rather than geographical proximiry.

The prevalence of sedentarism is often
cited as proof that Gypsy families themselves
have recognized the advantages of the non-
Gypsy lifestyle. But such an interpretation
ignores the ‘push’ factors that have forced peo-
ple off the road: even where nomadism has not
been prohibited outright, nomadic groups have
always been subject to harassment and are
often disqualified from the most basic health,
education and social services.



There are also a number of “pull’ factors,
however, which make decreased nomadism
compatible with the Gypsy lifestyle. One of
these is motorization, the advantage of which
is that a vastly expanded area can now be
reached from a single base. Another is urban-
ization: with the move by the non-Gypsy
population - the economic base for Gypsy
communities - towards larger concentrations,
Gypsy families have followed. Furchermore,
seasonal (autumn/winter) sedentarism coin-
cides with school terms. Gvpsy families
therefore can and do choose to stop travelling

for prolonged periods,

"

Despite the comman stereotypes, many more Gypsy families live in public or privare housing, flats or shanties than in caravans and trailers.

Problems arise when the option of moving
on 1s removed. Long-term forced sedentarism
has proved to be dangerous even when it has
occurred in tolerable physical conditions. As
the number of stopping places dwindles,
members of rival groups - and of rival clans
within a single group - are thrown together.
The result is an explosive rise in disputes,
without the traditional safety-valve of separat-
ing the warring factions. Meanwhile, each
small group, cut off from the wider family, 1s
thrown in on itself: there is less economic and
social cooperation, restricted choice of mar-
riage partners, and fewer social sanctions to
help keep members in line.
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Interestingly, the very word ‘housing’
reveals prejudices regarding accommodation.
While Gypsy communities consider a whole
range of accommodation options as poten-
tially appropriate according to their circum-
stances, non-Gypsy cultures use only one
measuring-stick: the house. Gypsy families
commonly live in tents, wooden caravans,
trailers, shanties, private and public housing
and flats, and, most importantly, may fre-
quently move among these options, but gov-
ernmental housing policies make no provi-
sion for such flexibility.

Halting sites are planned not for the
accommodation of Gypsy families with an
alternative, but equally valid, lifestyle, but as
part of a policy of ‘settlement’, a stepping-
stone into standard housing and absorption
into the ‘wider community’. Even on legal
sites, therefore, living conditions are usually
very poor. Sites are often located on
unwanted, unusable land: beside dumps and
cemeteries, on swampland or under high-
tension electric pylons, in the middle of
nowhere.

In reality, legal sites tend to be inappro-
priate in 2 number of ways. Economic activity
on-site is usually banned, with the result that
Gypsy families either become passively
dependent on social welfare payments, or
manage to retain a degree of economic auton-
omy by breaking the site rules or by moving
out. Site layout is invariably based on the
conviction that Gypsies are ‘all the same’,
which means, for instance, that rival groups
may be lumped indiscriminately together on
an open site more closely resembling an
abandoned car-park, or extended family
group members may be separated from each
other in single trailers surrounded by high
walls. Although Gypsies spend most of their
time out of doors, official sites usually pro-
vide very little space between caravans or
common ground for work, play and socializ-
ing. Finally, sites are usually grossly over-
crowded.

For all their imperfections, legal sites are
still the exception. No European country has
matched site numbers to the national Gypsy
population, let alone provided the extra places

which would make nomadism between legal
sites possible. Yet accommodation, in a range
of forms, is the key issue on which all aspects
of Gypsy welfare hinge. How can families liv-
ing near open sewers, with no access to clean
water, possibly stay healthy? How can fami-
lies make a living if they are refused permis-
sion to work on-site, or are unable to travel in
order to take up opportunities as they arise?
How can a family under constant threat of
eviction send their children to school in the
morning, knowing that they may have been
towed away by the time they return?

The Gypsy Child
and Family Employment

The Gypsy family is an economic unit in
which every member (including the babe in
arms, an essential accessory when begging) is
expected to play an acuive role. Therefore, it
is normal for the Gypsy child to participate in
the family economy. What is not normal is for
him to have to support parents who are pre-
vented from economic activity. Indeed, as
more and more obstacles are placed in the
way of Gypsy parents’ making a living, the
family may come to depend disproportion-
ately on what the children bring in. More-
over, if the Gypsy family’s day-to-day survival
depends on the children’s earnings, they will
have no time to learn new skills, either
in-family or in school. Thus, these children
too face a future of unemployment.

But what is unemployment from the
Gypsy cultural perspective? Unlike non-
Gypsy cultures which generally define work
as “a job” (security) or better still “a profes-
sion” (specialization), Gypsies see work as
anything and everything they can do to make
money. In fact, Gypsies survive by identify-
ing and supplying a broad range of non-
Gypsy demands. This makes Gypsies - com-
mercial nomads - fundamentally different
from other nomadic groups who exploit
nature either directly (as hunter/gatherers) or
indirectly (as herders). Opportunities may
arise on a seasonal or occasional basis (agri-
cultural labour, chimney cleaning), or
because the work is dirty (scrap), or because



The Gypsy family is an economic unit in which every member is expected to play an active role, including children.

the skills are not available locally (white-
smithing, mending jobs, horse-dealing,
music). Clearly, such a self-structured
approach to work demands mobility and a
broad, flexible range of marketable skills.
Self-employment and work flexibility are
also essential to the Gypsy life-style: the indi-
vidual must be able to drop everything to
meet unpredictable family obligations, such
as keeping vigil by a relative’s sickbed or
travelling to attend a relative’s wedding.
Several countries have established train-
ing schemes for Gypsy adolescents, but a
misunderstanding of Gypsy work patterns
means that, from the Gypsy cultural perspec-
tive, they acquire few useful skills. For exam-

ple, because Gypsies have traditionally been
metalworkers, young boys may receive train-
ing in wrought ronwork - a craft requiring
bulky, expensive equipment which precludes
working from home. What makes a type of
work or skill relevant to Gypsies is the way
that it fits into their complex cultural patterns
of life. ‘

Nowadays, a number of factors collude to
prevent Gypsy adults from playing an active
economic role. Market changes, the loss of
traditional income-generating activities and
prejudicial attitudes in hiring practices make
it increasingly difficult for Gypsies to survive
economically, and the overwhelming major-
ity, in every country, live well below the pov-
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erty line. "T'he fact that virtually 100 per cent
of Gypsies are in receipt of social welfare
benefits should therefore be interpreted
within Gypsy parameters.

Generally speaking, Gypsies see social
welfare payments as simply one economic
option in a broad and flexible range of
income-generating possibilities. Accepting
assistance does not imply a total and passive
dependence, although this may be the condi-
tion on which it 1s granted. Where Gypsy par-
ents have been prevented from supple-
menting social welfare payments with their
own employment initatves, the results have
been disastrous. Gypsies are compulsive
wheeler-dealers, constantly devising new
ways of making a profit. While few are con-
sistently successful, the possibility of exerci-
sing economic Initiative 1s psychologically
crucial for them.

International Institutions

The critical situation of disadvantage and
deprivation faced by Europe’s Gypsy com-
munities is by no means new; what is new 1s
a growing recognition of the right of Gypsies
(and indeed all minorities) to an equal place
in a pluralist society and a greater willingness
to reassess ways in which this can be brought
about. To date, commitment to these ideals
has been more in evidence at international
than at local level, but the moral - and per-
haps legal - force of such a lead should not be
underestimated.

T'he Council of Europe first took up the
question in 1975 with its Resolution on the
Situation of Nomads in Europe, followed by
a further Resolution on the same subject in
1981. In 1984, the European Parliament pas-
sed a Resolution on the Children of Parents
of No Fixed Abode, and another on the Situ-
ation of Gypsies in the Community. In 1986,
a synthesis of reports from all Member States
of the European Community, School Provi-
sion for Gypsy and Traveller Children,
was published. It focussed on school-related
issues within their broader context, giving
particular emphasis to the issues of accommo-
dation and recognition of Gypsy culture.

Throughout the 1980s, the Council of
Lurope called a number of conferences on
questions relating to Gypsy education, the
results of which were published as reports.

1'he 1990s have seen the pace quicken. At
Furopean Community level, an Ad-Hoc
Group on school provision for Gypsy and
Traveller children brings delegates together
from the Ministries of Education of all Mem-
ber States. The European Parliament has
introduced a new budgetarv heading, “lnter-
cultural education”, with an allocation of
700,000 Ecus specifically for Gypsy children.
An EC quarterly newsletter, Interface, aims
to increase awareness of developments by
publishing the texts of relevant resolutions,
details of exchange programmes and grant
schemes, and so on. In 1991, the Conference
on the Human Dimension of the Council for
Security and Cooperation in Europe pub-
lished a major document, which specifically
mentions (iypsies i connection with minor-
ity nights.

United Nations involvement began in
1992, with the UN Economic and Social
Council Commission on Human Rights Res-
olution 1992/65, On the Protection of Roma
(Gypsies).

Local, regional, national and international
non-governmental organizations have also
played an active role in generating greater
awareness. In 1990, the International Hel-
sinki l[‘oundation for Human Rights, one of
the most influential NGOs, launched an
ongoing programmie to investigate the situa-
von of Gypsies in Lurope; six national
studics were published in 1992.

Action for and with Gypsies

“To be born and to grow up a Gypsy
should be normal human destiny, not a mar-
tyrdom” (Haisman, 1992). Both in studies
and in interventions, the Gypsy child has
commonly been considered in isolation, not
only removed from his immediate family and
community but also from the complex
interethnic dynamic which affeces all aspects
of his life. But no child lives in isolation. He
or she is always part of a family, and of a wider



community. While it 1s universally true that it
is their vulnerability which makes children so
special, this is particularly so with regard to
ethnic minorities: the cultural, political and
social dimensions of an interethnic situation
transform  superficially simple questions,
such as health care, education, accommoda-
tion and employment, into complex ones.
Recognizing this complexity, the partici-
pants at the 1992 ‘Growing up as a Gypsy’
Workshop proposed a two-pronged, ongoing
approach to further study and action: 1)
Information Base: through which informa-
ton will be collected, analysed and dissemi-
nated; 2) Proposals for Action: in order to
constructively apply information.

Information base

"Tnree distinct but closely linked areas
need to be developed in order to establish a
solid information base, in the absence of
which action is mere guesswork: data collec-
tion, analysis and dissemination.

Data Collection

All Workshop participants were acutely
aware of the need to involve Gypsy commu-
nities in all three phases of developing a
sound information base. Both in papers pre-
sented and in follow-up discussions, partici-
pants identified the difficulties involved in
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generating the active participation of Gypsies
themselves as a major obstacle to the success
of interventions targeting these communities.

Frequent negative experiences with
authorities have made Gypsy communities
reluctant  to cooperate with non-Gypsy
groups. Past approaches to interethnic rela-
tions, usually comprising the unilateral
involvement of the majority population
group in identifying the minority’s problems
as well as in developing and implementing
policies for their solution, have done little to
promote greater trust on the part of Gypsy
communities. Instead, a ‘pluralist’ approach
is needed, involving an ongoing process of
dialogue initiated by the majority population
group with a request for the minority to iden-
tify its own problems as a first step towards
a cooperative approach to developing
responses.

Who should represent the minority popu-
lation group, however, in such a process? Its
political structures may be very different
from those of the majority, and this can con-
tribute to its exclusion from the decision-
making process. This is certainly the case for
Gypsy communities. They have kinship-
based political systems, but there are also
‘non-Gypsy-style’ organizations and pressure
groups which represent Gypsy communities
in every European country. The Workshop
participants therefore agreed that effective
consultation should involve both types of
representation. At the same time, recognition
was made of the difficulties in identifying
single individuals to consider representative
of the whole Gypsy community. It is impor-
tant, though culturally difficult, to recognize
and consult the minority’s own leaders; it is
culturally easier to interact with groups which
have adopted familiar structures, but this is
risky as issues of mandate and motivation will
colour their input.

In order to overcome these obstacles and
limitations, the proposal to form national
Mediating Teams emerged from Workshop
discussions. Such teams - made up of Gypsy
representatives and non-Gypsy specialists
collaborating as equals - could fulfill a range
of functions on an ongoing basis. The overall

goal would be to interface the Gypsy minor-

ity and the majority population group in each

country, facilitating communication, mutual
understanding and action.

To this end, a profile of each ‘non-Gypsy-
style’ organization should be compiled - and
subsequently updated - on both national and
regional levels, with a view to evaluating
their input. The following data should be
included:

e Did the original initiative to set up the
organization come from Gypsies or non-
Gypsies?

o If non-Gypsy, was it linked with any exist-
Ing group or movement, e.g. a professional
or religious body?

e What are the organization’s stated goals?

e How many members does it currently
have?

e What is the Gypsy/non-Gypsy ratio in the
membership?

e What is the Gypsy/non-Gypsy ratio on the
executive?

e Are there other national/local Gypsy orga-
nizations?

o If so, what prevents this group from amal-
gamating with others?

These last questions serve both to guard
against organizations ‘slipping through the
net’ and to piece together an objective view
of their policies. In addition to this self-
assessment, each organization should also be
asked:

e What initiatives/projects have you under-
taken in favour of Gypsy children and fam-
ilies?

e What evaluation would you give to each,
specifying the criteria by which ‘success’ or
‘failure’ is judged?

e What are the major problems facing Gypsy
children and families in your country/
region?

e What suggestions and proposals would you
make for their solution?

In this way, it should be possible to eliminate

organizations with little or no grass-roots

mandate. A representative cross-section of
groups, together with specialists skilled in
intercultural dynamics, such as anthropolo-
gists, developmental psychologists, legal



experts and educationalists, would form the
Mediating Team at national level. The pri-
mary function of teams would be to under-
take research on the situation of Gypsy chil-
dren and families in each national context,
consult existing bodies and disseminate
research findings. In addition, teams could be
active in the following areas:

1. Social Action: Acting as a sort of
national ‘Ombudsman’, the Team could deal
with questions and grievances from both
Gypsy and non-Gypsy parties in relation to
the welfare of Gypsy children and families. It
could, moreover, take an active role in devel-
oping greater mutual understanding: training
opportunities for Gypsy communities in non-
Gypsy political procedures would enable
them to participate directly, and input into
teacher-training and social-work courses, as
well as through local authorities and for the
general public would enhance the non-Gypsy
community’s cultural familiarity with the
Gypsy world.

2. Law: The Team would evaluate exist-
ing national legislation impacting on Gypsy
communities (1.€., in relation to discrimination,
nomadism, and so on), monitor its implemen-
tation and lobby for additional legislation as
required. It should promote awareness of the
law in terms of Gypsy children’s and families’
legal rights. Moreover, the Team could also
provide free legal aid to Gypsy familics, to
help make the law work for them.

3. Media: The Team would monitor
national/regional media in order to detect
biased reporting on Gypsy children and fam-
llies, taking legal action, if necessary, when
existing legislation (if any) is breached. In
addition, the Team could issue press state-
ments, highlighting ‘good news’ stories such
as inter-community cooperation, progressive
local authorities, and so on. It could also pro-
vide assistance (technical, financial, etc.) to
Gypsy media initiatives: for a largely non-
literate people, radio and video are an obvi-
ous (and relatively low-cost) choice. Irish
national radio, for instance, runs a weekly
45-minute all-Gypsy programme, combining
music requests, news and interviews,

4. Networking: National and regional
Mediating Teams would network with each
other and with concerned international bod-
ies, such as the International Romani Union,
the Gypsy Research Centre, and so on.

Data Analysis

The primary goal of the Workshop was to
develop a research design in order to conduct
an international study, the aim of which
would be to effectively inform policy-making
targeting Gypsy children and families. To
date, the vast majority of research done on
Gypsy communities concentrates on ‘folk-
loric” aspects of their culture. Far less atten-
tion has been devoted to practical social
questions concerning their welfare. Any such
studies have focussed almost exclusively on
school-related topics. There was agreement
among Workshop participants on the exis-
tence of large knowledge gaps concerning
Gypsy culture and welfare, and on the major
challenge of collecting and bringing informa-
ton both to the general public and to those
working with Gypsy children and families.

Workshop discussions emphasized the fact
that information 1s an essential precondition for
the acceptance of Gypsy children and adults
on their own terms. Failure to recognize Gyp-
sies’ own cultural patterns and values ensures
that interventions trip up on these invisible
but very tenacious realities, instead of plugging
into and harmonizing with them.

A first requirement in relation to Gypsy
children should therefore be the develop-
ment of a Gypsy-specific scale, by which
their psychosocial and behavioural develop-
ment can be evaluated on their own terms.
The formulation of this scale should clearly
involve close consultation with Gypsy par-
ents in order to take into account what they
regard as ‘normal’ child development. Con-
versely, research should also be done on the
Gypsy community’s notions of normal and
abnormal development through observation
of children that the community regards as
having behavioural problems.

Recognizing, however, the broad hetero-
geneity of the Gypsy ‘community’, Workshop
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participants proposed the c¢laboration of a
number of developmental scales. These
should then be ‘field tested” on Gypsy
groups, and modified as necessary until both
Gypsy parents and non-Gypsy specialists on
child development consider them accurate.
The different Gypsy developmental scales
should then be correlated with more familiar
non-Gypsy-specific scales for use by non-
Gypsy teachers, paediatricians, social work-
ers, and so on.

In this way, the widespread practice of
automatically equating ‘Gypsy’ with ‘educa-
tionally subnormal’ can be effectuvely chal-
lenged and replaced with realistic assess-
ments enabling the identufication of
genuinely backward, problematic or other-
wise abnormal children so that they may be
given the special attention they need. Such
assessments should not be restricted to

Legal sites can, but do not always, offer space and facilities for play.

infants, but should be maintained for the full
tength of the non-Gypsy period of compul-
sory schooling.

Workshop discussions also focussed on
the common tendency to classify Gypsy chil-
dren as ‘delinquent’ (see “Gypsy Children in
Europe™). However, cross-cultural research
showing that the norms of the two groups are
genuinely at odds in some respects, for exam-
ple regarding school attendance and mar-
riageable age, highlights the need to identify
what types of child behaviour the Gypsy
community itself regards as delinquent. How
does the Gypsy community discourage unac-
ceptable child behaviour? And, on the con-
trary, which social behaviours are valued in
the Gypsy child? Which methods are used to
promote these? These questions prompted
Workshop participants to propose that, by
means of the methods already outlined, a




Gypsy-normal behavioural scale(s) should
also be elaborated, thus enabling the two
communitics to work together in dealing
with forms of child behaviour which both
regard as deviant.

Issues of sex-role differentiation were
pointed to as another area requiring further
study. Gvpsy parents firmly disagree with
views promoting gender-free child develop-
ment. They regard their children as small
men and women, and social expectations,
acceptable behaviour and obligations are
defined accordingly. This much is known,
but whar are these different models? Work-
shop participants concluded that greater
understanding of Gypsy responses to the var-
ious quandaries of parenting is needed.

There was a general feeling among par-
ticipants, however, that understanding the
(Gypsy child only within his own cultural
terms does not provide a sufficient basis for
the development of uscful programines and
ininarives. Thev went further, emphasizing
that a deeper understanding of the ways in
which the Gypsy child perceives and evalu-
ates the non-Gypsy world can make our inter-
action with him much more cffecrive.

Workshop participants identified a number
of other areas requiring research:

Health: What concepts of illness do
Gypsies have? What are cheir views and
beliefs on causes, prevention and cures?
What are Gypsy parents’ attitudes to nutri-
tion, water, disposal of bodily wastes? Again,
it is vital to recognize that Gypsy parents
have fundamental convictions with regard to
these crucial questions.

Accommodation: Research on Gypsy
familics’ living conditions has by and large
been done. Further research is now needed -
in consultation with the users - on how to
meet Gypsy families” accommodation needs,
as they define them. Iirstly, negatively per-
ceived aspects of existing accommodation
provision should be identified. These will
range from the ‘obvious’ (rubbish-dump loca-
tions) to the ‘not-so-obvious’ (erratic rubbish
collection) to the ‘invisible’ (layout which
offends cultural concepts of cleanliness or
family links).

Sccondly, existing accommodation provi-
sion which has proved successful from the
Gypsy families’ perspective should be ana-
lysed. Resecarch should cover all types of
accommodarion, from transit sites to group
housing schemes. This should also include
illegal encampments in order to observe how
Gypsy communities themselves order their
space and family groupings. How can these
cultural patterns be incorporated into legal,
1.e., non-Gypsv-provided accommodation?

Education: Ethnic stereotypes persist in
school textbooks: one children’s reader, for
example, offers “T'he gypsy stole the goose”
to illustrate the letter (6. Negatve cultural
messages need to be identfied and replaced
with material of a more positive pluralist
nature.

Work: What makes economically suc-
cesstul Gypsy parents? What types of work
are practised locally? Thhis information would
provide guidelines for training and enable a
pooling of ideas so that Gypsy parents in one
area with innovative schemes could share
them with Gypstes in other areas.

Community mobilization: It is impor-
tant to identify, analyse and share information
on successful community mobilization pro-
jects in each country, in close consultation
with the groups themselves. Since the people
concerned are likely to be ill at ease with the
written word, more culturally appropriate
forms of communication, such as video or
audio tapes. should be favoured.

Data Dissemination

Workshop discussions emphasized the fact
that a great deal of urgently required informa-
tion on Gypsy children and families is already
available, but remains inaccessible. Unless
efforts are made to disseminate information, it
is likely to be unnecessarily duplicated. A
number of information bases do already exist,
but even the largest of these seems to have dif-
ficuley in disseminating its materials. By way of
example, the major report on education,
School Provision for Gypsy and Traveller
Children, has been published by the Commis-
sion of the European Communities in a
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number of languages, yet many educationalists
remain unaware of its existence.

There was general agreement among
Workshop participants on the fact that infor-
mation collected and analysed on Gypsy chil-
dren and families should be made available
to concerned institutions and organizations.

Proposals for Action

Legal issues

Workshop discussion pinpointed the need
to assess the complex (and often controversial)
legal reality of Gypsies. Their legal position
may be anomalous for a variety of reasons, as
“Gypsy Children in Europe” elucidates. As a
first step, requests should be made to both
state and local authorities as well as NGOs
and Gypsy organizations for information on:
the number of Gypsies in the country/region;
their legal status; problems as they are per-
ceived; initiatives already undertaken to rec-
tify these problems. This approach will also
provide information on both the national/local
authorities’ commitment to provision, and the
extent to which it is being maintained.

Secondly, an overview of the existing
legal situation is necessary, including: anu-
Gypsy laws (whether specifically aimed at
Gypsies or particularly applicable to them);
legal recognition of Gypsy-specific rights,
such as the right to nomadism, etc.; general
laws and their relevance to children’s and
families’ rights to schooling, health care,
accommodation, etc. as well as legislation on
discrimination/incitement to hatred.

Workshop participants pointed out that in
many countries there are instances in which
law enforcement and public representatives
are involved in acts of incitement and even
physical attack, which are then justified as
citizens’ retaliation to Gypsy provocation.
The ethnic nature of such attacks needs to be
recognized; they are generally aimed indis-
criminately at entire Gypsy communities, not
individuals. Measures should be taken at the
highest state levels to prevent further dis-
plays of ethnic intolerance, and to condemn

such practices when they do occur.

With regard to accommodation, it was
noted that a majority of local authorities
throughout Europe are likely to be in contra-
vention of their own legally-binding stand-
ards and of nationally- and internationally-
agreed policies on Gypsy accommodation.
Standards often openly flouted include hous-
ing Gypsy families in areas zoned unfit for
residential use, allocating condemned dwell-
ings to Gypsy families, and constructing
accommodation in breach of legal specifica-
tions on materials, clean water provision,
space per inhabitant, and so on. Until there
are at least enough legal sites to match the
needs of Gypsy families, some nomadic Gyp-
sies will continue to be considered ‘criminal’
by their very existence. Accommodation pro-
vision comes nowhere near this mark at pres-
ent, and yet families may still be evicted from
illegal sites with literally nowhere to go.

Paradoxically, the rights of Gypsies are
becoming increasingly recognized at interna-
tional level, without any discernible improve-
ment at national and local levels. Yet interna-
tional agreements have been signed by - and
are binding on - national governments. If
moral pressure proves inadequate, recourse
to international law may become necessary.

Accommodation

As has been noted, suitable accommoda-
tion is the hinge upon which all aspects of
Gypsy welfare turn. The following are some
of the points to bear in mind with respect to
Gypsy accommodation:

e Adequate standards should be met with
regard to space, materials, design and domes-
tic services (regular rubbish collection, access
to fire-fighting equipment, etc.);

e Access to normal public services, including
public transport, shops, telephones, and so
on, should be readily available;

e Accommodation should be designed to
respect Gypsy cultural reality, not to change
it. Gypsy social patterns, economic activities,
hygiene regulations and life-style must be
taken into account in planning accommoda-
tion, preferably by means of ongoing consul-



tation between local authorities and the tar-
get Gypsy family groups.

Services

Services generally refer to the range of
local and national provisions established to
meet basic human rights in the fields of
accommodation, education, health care,
social welfare, and so on. But Gypsy families
rarely make full use of these, and the need to
find out the reasons for this was highlighted
by the Workshop participants.

Low take-up may in fact be due to objec-
tive problems, such as residency require-
ments, bureaucratic obstacles, access difficul-
ties, or poverty. T'here may also be subjective
factors at work, such as fear, lack of informa-
tion, hostility or apathy.

An evaluation needs to be made of cur-
rent levels and types of service use by Gypsy

families with the dual aim of enabling the
services to adapt to meet their needs, and of
identifying gaps requiring attention. In the
health field, for example, the need to address
immunization, dental care and baby feeding
practices have already been identified.
Lateral thinking in service provision and
delivery is urgently required, and increased
input from Gypsies themselves should facili-
tate this. Nomadism, for instance, has always
been seen as a barrier to school attendance; the
possibility of distance learning and other
means of adapting school provision to the
nomadic child (rather than only expecting the
reverse) are just beginning to be explored.

Social Mobilization

Society should accommodate a range of
‘difference’: religious belief, skin colour, eth-
nic identity, sexual orientation, disability, and

e il

Accommodation should be designed to respect Gypsy cultural reality, not to change if.
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so on. Recognizing the right of nomadic
Gypsy families to decent and appropriate
accommodation is essentially recognizing the
right to be different. Integration is the nor-
malization - not the eradication - of differ-
ence. But how to make this come about?

For all minorities, the ‘pluralist’ response
demands recognition of the existence and
validity of different needs and values; ascer-
tainment of the nature of these needs and
values; consultation and compromise to
accommodate them.

Mobilizing for change, both on the objec-
tive level of living conditions for Gypsies and
on the subjective level of attitudes and
beliefs, means reaching the majority with
accurate information. In particular, it is vital
that authority figures (policy makers, teach-
ers, police, social workers, nurses, etc.) and
schoolchildren receive undistorted messages
on the Gypsy reality. At the same time, it 1S
essential that the simplistic (and inaccurate)
‘we are all the same’ approach be avoided, in
favour of “infinite diversity in infinite combi-
nations”.

Promoting a ‘pluralist’ society also means
opening the way for Gypsy children and fam-
ilies to see themselves as a part of it. Gypsies
are potentially their own best mobilizers, but
they need to be facilitated in developing
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practical skills through such means as train-
ing courses for community workers, teachers
and health workers. It is important that no
strict timetables for this process be imposed
as this would favour existing organizations
already attuned to ‘the system’, i.e. the most
non-Gypsy-like groups and individuals.

Finally, a further step towards promoting
pluralism in society - at once concretely and
symbolically - would be to assist in the set-
ting up of Gypsy cultural centres, at national
and/or continental level. A similar aspiration,
already expressed at many Gypsy confer-
ences, i1s for the creation of a European
Gypsy university, along the lines of the suc-
cessful example provided by Native Ameri-
can universities in the USA.

The insights and perspectives of the
Workshop participants were many and varied.
Different Gypsy community situations in dif-
ferent countries call for careful analysis at
national and local/regional levels. In general,
however, participants found that they had
more in common than might be expected in
an international Workshop of this nature, giv-
ing rise to expectations of the considerable
advantages to be gained, not least in the
political sphere, from pursuing this critical
topic on an international as well as a national
and more local basis.



sYPSY CHILDREN IN EUROPE

AN OVERVIEW

SANDRO COSTARELLI

Infreduction

Recent evenrs, including the massive
increase in Romanian and former Yugoslavian
Gypsy refugees seeking shelter in western
European countries and the civil war razing
former Yugoslavia, have highlighted the need
for action by the international community on
the increasingly serious problems threatening
the welfare of Gypsy children. The web of
complex issucs adding up to severe disadvan-
tage, discrimination and hardship for this
numerically strong, socially weak minority
group calls for greater understanding and
action.

Children  of minority groups have
recently gained a place on the world’s politi-
cal agenda. The United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child addresses the
issue, giving national governments an active
role in protecting children from all forms of
discrimination. And yet the reality of severe
hardship for the millions of Gypsy children in
both western and eastern European countries
today appears to be a far cry from such prin-
ciples.

This chapter aims to survey some of the
specific problems faced by Gypsy children
today in Europe, drawing on information
from recent western European literature.
Such a survey is, however, bound to contain
gaps and leave question marks because while
“books devoted to Gypsies and Travellers
number in the thousands ... those addressing
social issues such as schooling, racism, hous-

ing, health care, and so on may be counted on
the fingers of one hand” (Hancock, 1991).
The lack of publications on the social situa-
tion of Gypsy children is even more conspic-
uous. Nonetheless, the validity of this type of
review lies both 1in making available existing
data and in pointing to the broad information
gaps which need to be filled in with relevant
research. The most significant lacunae have
surfaced in the areas of nutritional status,
gender differences with regard to education,
cultural segregation, child employment and
deviance.

From the Evil Child
to the Evil Culture

Gypsies have only recently become the
subject of social attention in western Europe.
This has mainly come about through concern
for the most visible section of their popula-
tion: the children. Gypsy children have
largely been seen as a ‘social danger’, and the
fact that they have almost universally resisted
behavioural ‘change’ at school has recently
led to initiatives in western European coun-
tries to study the living conditions of these
children.

T'his has gradually brought a shift in the
social labelling of Gypsy children in westemn
European societies. The emphasis has
moved from an assumed active role for these
children as a ‘social danger’, with repercus-
sions of blame and sanction, to a widespread
view of them as ‘innocent’, ‘culturally

A
GYPSIES O



36 CHILDRENMINORITIES

abused’ children who should be rescued atall
costs. This has also involved a shift in per-
spective from the individual dimension,
focussing on specific cases of ‘abused” Gypsy
children or ‘abusing’ Gypsy families, to a
more general dimension of the ‘abusing’
Gypsy cultural system itself.

Comparative studies of the living situa-
tions of migrant Gypsy children in their
adopted countries and in their native lands,
i.e., central and eastern European countries,
have generally found that living conditions
for Gypsy children and their families in any
of these countries of origin are just as harsh as
those currently endured in western Europe.
This has tended to reinforce reproachful
finger-pointing at the Gypsy culture itself for
the difficulties and disadvantages faced by its
members.

Who Writes What?

Before examining what has been written
in western European literature on the subject
of Gypsy children, it 1s perhaps not an idle

aside to ask where, why and how ‘the aver-
age western European reader’ has been able to
get information on the subject.

The social sciences took up the study of
Gypsies only quite recently (1960-70). Con-
sequently, academics to date have been
almost entirely concerned with reaching
agreement on some of the more basic and
highly controversial issues. The ‘Gypsy child’
has not as yet been considered worthy of
study per se: childhood has been viewed as a
transitory phase on the way to becoming a
‘Gypsy’, 1.e., an adult. This limitation is more
apparent in the sociological and anthropolog-
ical fields than in the psychological domain.

Since the beginning of the 1970s, psycho-
logical research has focussed considerable
attention on Gypsy children, although almost
exclusively in relation to education. The
main aim of this type of research has been to
demonstrate that Gypsies themselves are
responsible for their (and their children’s)
disadvantaged social conditions. Two areas of
argument lead to this conclusion.

Firstly, standardized psychological tests

Gypsy children in western and eastern Europe do not always enjoy their rights as set forth in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.



consistently point to a ‘cognitive deficiency’
affecting Gypsy children. Clearly, however,
the use of such tests on both non-Gypsy and
Gypsy children without any cultural adapta-
tion made for the latter group is bound to

reveal ‘mental deficiencies, owing to the

inadequate cultural environment’ of Gypsy
children (Liégeois, 1985). One telling exam-
ple of this type of research approach is pro-
vided by a study carried out in France on the
official motivations given by school teachers
in the southern city of Toulouse for sending
75 per cent of their Gypsy pupils for psychi-
atric care services between 1975 and 1987:
significantly, the main reasons were “lack of
school attendance” (50 per cent), “inability to
learn to read” (25 per cent) and “motion
hyperactivity” (25 per cent) (Fouraste, 1988).

A second line of research has consistently
brought out a general ‘cultural inadequacy’
regarding child development within the
Gypsy society as a whole (Piasere, 1986). The
uncompromising rejection by Gypsies of cul-
tural assimilation into the dominant society
(or rather “inclusion” as Liégeois (1985) more
concretely terms it), has resulted in the Gyp-
sies themselves being held responsible for
their poor living situations. Research find-
ings, both in educational and psychological
fields, have generally confirmed this view. As
a result, in the West as in the East, this type
of analysis has subtly worked to provide off1-
cial justification for governments to not initi-
ate any kind of aid strategy for Gypsies, be
they adults or children.

Western European media has shown
increasing interest in Gypsy children over the
past 10 to 15 years. The presentation of
issues has, however, been strongly pervaded
by a sense of cultural bias. As with academic
literature, a similar process of ‘guilt attribu-
tion” applies, both in terms of choice of sub-
ject matter and analysis of the issues.

Broadly speaking, two main areas of con-
cern have received media coverage: juvenile
crime and child abuse. Media reports on
juvenile crime have generally highlighted the
involvement of groups of former Yugoslavian
Gypsy children in small crime activities
(mainly pick-pocketing and burglary) within

urban western European contexts. In dealing
with the issue of child abuse, the media has
focussed on single cases of maltreatment
within individual family circumstances of
neglect and distress. Indeed, close similari-
ties may be seen between this perspective
and more general reporting on child abuse,
i.e., non-Gypsy cases, over the past 10 to 15
years.

The positive role such accusatory media
reports can play, however, in effectively help-
ing children in distressful situations has been
seriously questioned recently. By personali-
zing the blame for individual cases of child
abuse, society’s role in indirectly contributing
to or determining such abusive situations is
not called into question. Furthermore, this
approach provides no room for questioning
the role played by society in producing not
only those individual incidents of child
abuse, but also the underlying social condi-
tions which allow such situations to develop
(Sgritta, 1990).

Some Facts and Figures
on the Situation of Gypsy Children

Legal Status

The legal status of Gypsy children varies
greatly throughout Europe, largely depend-
ing on the very different migration and settle-
ment flows of the various groups over time.

Four major waves of Gypsy migration
have been recorded. The first Gypsy new-
comers to Europe gradually settled through-
out the continent between the 10th and 15th
centuries, with their culture retaining only a
residual level of short-distance nomadism.
The second wave of Gypsy migration mainly
involved Romanian ex-slaves, who scattered
around Europe in 1856 at the end of 500
years of bondage. This led to Gypsy resettle-
ments in almost every European country as
well as quite large-scale migration to the
American continents. The third wave, from
the end of the 1960s to 1990-1, brought a
steady flow of Gypsy migrants from former
Yugoslavia, mainly directed towards western
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The legal status of Gypsy children varies greatly throughour Europe.

European countries (Liégeois, 1985). In
1990, however, western European countries
adhering to the Schengen Protocol (Nether-
lands, Luxembourg, Belgium, Germany,
France and Italy) introduced entry require-
ments for all citizens of central and eastern
European countries. The fourth and last
migration wave is made up of Gypsies leav-
ing Romania after the fall of the Ceausescu
dictatorship in 1989. Headed mainly for Ger-
many and France, these Gypsies have
claimed political refugee status, rather than
that of migrant, thus enabling them to enter
these countries despite the limitations set by
the Schengen Protocol.

These waves of migration have resulted
in the development of widely varying post-
migration situations, creating specific and
often different problems for each Gypsy com-
munity. For example, a child from a Gypsy
family which recently migrated to Spain from
former Yugoslavia (‘third wave’) faces prob-
lems which do not necessarily affect another

Gypsy child whose family settled in Spain
long ago (‘first wave’). While the newly-
arrived child is not a Spanish citizen (unless
his parents are), and is therefore not entitled
to social service benefits, the child from the
long-settled Gypsy group has the legal status
of Spanish citizen, and therefore qualifies for
such assistance.

Legal status relates to national citizen-
ship, as the above example illustrates, but it
also depends upon local residence. For this
reason, a differentiation needs to be made on
two levels in order to understand the legal
status of the many different Gypsy groups
and the different kinds of problems they con-
front daily: foreign and national Gypsies as
regards citizenship, and settled and nomadic
Gypsies in relation to local residence. For the
purposes of clarity, ‘migration’ will therefore
be used to refer to inter-country movements
of Gypsy family groups within European ter-
ritories, and ‘nomadism’ will be used for
in-country movements.



As access to state social services depends
on citizenship and residence status, these two
distinct practices of inter-country migration
and in-country nomadism have quite differ-
ent - and fundamental - consequences on the
living situations of Gypsy children. The
problem of legal status affects Gypsy children
in western Europe much more than in central
and eastern European countries, as almost all
governments in this latter region banned, or
strongly discouraged, both nomadism and
migration 40 to 70 years ago, with the result
that only 10-20 per cent of the entire local
Gypsy population are still illegally non-
settled nomads, or illegal foreign migrants
(Danciu, 1982). In contrast, western Euro-
pean governments have shown relative toler-
ance, though with various levels of discour-
agement, towards both migration (at least
until the first wave of Romanian refugees in
1989) and nomadism of Gypsy groups on
their territories. This means that non-settled
Gypsies still represent an estimated 30 per
cent of the total western European Gypsy
population (Liégeois, 19895).

Thus, generally speaking, Gypsy chil-
dren in central and eastern European coun-
tries, growing up in their native land in set-
tled communities, are officially entitled to
social service support, ranging from health
care to schooling. This 1s not the case for
Gypsy children whose families have recently
migrated from these countries to western
European nations. Moreover, even those
Gypsy children who do have citizenship but
belong to nomadic communities are in a dis-
advahtaged position as they are normally not
registered as residents in any one place, and
are therefore not entitled to welfare support.
These discriminatory legal constrictions,
which are much more common in national
legislation in western European countries
than would be suspected, severely affect
Gypsy children’s chances for healthy devel-
opment.

Population Size

Information on the numerical presence of
Gypsy communities in Europe is almost cer-

tainly inaccurate at present due to the various
levels of bias and inconsistency found in pop-
ulation statistics. Consequently, these statis-
tics can only be indicative, and most likely
underestimate the presence of Gypsies in all
countries. A further limitation is that updated
figures only go back as far as 1985-86.

According to the available data, the
Gypsy population in Europe presently num-
bers around 5 million people. This excludes
figures for the European part of the former
Soviet Union, where they would number
approximately 500,000 people. (Minority
Rights Group, 1990).

STATES NUMBERS % OF STATE POP
Western Europe

{1986) 1, 800, 000

Spain 745 000 19
France 260 000 05
Greece 140 000 14
[taly 120 000 0.2
Portugal 105 000 15
United Kingdom 90 000 0.2
Former West Germany 85, 000 0.2
Netherlands 40 000 03
Switzerland 35 000 05
Belgium 20 000 0.2
Austria 19 000 0.1
Eire 18 000 05
Sweden 15 000 02
Finland 8 000 0.2
Norway 5 000 0.1
Denmark 4 500 0.1

Source: Liggeas, 1989,

Central-Eastern

Europe (1985) 3, 300, 000

Former Yugoslavia 850 000 , 3.7
Romania 760 000 33
Hungary 560 000 5.2
Bulgaria 475 000 53
Former Czechoslovakia 410, 000 2.7
Albania 80 000 28
Poland 70 000 0.2

Source: Lockwood 1985.

Demographic Indicators

A glance at one of the most significative
demographic indicators of welfare, life
expectancy at birth, gives an alarming indica-
tion of hardship and disadvantage in the
Gypsy population. Figures provoke even
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Life expectancy ar
birth for Gypsy
children is
generally much
lower than the
national average.




greater cause for concern in view of the sim-
ilarities which may be seen in different coun-
try contexts where political and economic
systems, socio-cultural and geographical
environments as well as historical back-
grounds vary widely.

In 1983, life expectancy at birth for new-
born Gypsies in Hungary was 15 years lower
than the national average. In Spain, it averaged
43 years in 1985 (the respective national aver-
age was 73). In Eire, it was half the national
average in 1986, and in the same year in Italy
less than 3 per cent of the Gypsy population
lived for more than 60 years (Minority Rights
Group, 1986). Significantly, in the USA as
recently as 1987, average life expectancy for
the 1 million-strong American Gypsy popula-
tion was 48-55 years (Thomas, 1987).

On a more general level, the demo-
graphic structure of the Gypsy population
may be described by what social demography
metaphorically refers to as “Fourth World”
figures. In 1986, the “age-pyramid” repre-
senting the Gypsy population in Europe
showed a base of 70 per cent of 0-21 year
olds. The respective European average was
less than 35 per cent in the same year, and
even Brazil’s base was no larger than 60 per
cent. For the Gypsy population, the pyramid
narrowed sharply to only a “very few” people
over 60 years of age (Martinez, 1986).

The rapid population growth rate of
Gypsy communities 1s the main reason for
this youth-dominated demographic structure.
The few data available at individual country
level clearly make this point. In 1991, 50 per
cent of the Gypsy population in Italy, Bul-
garia and former Czechoslovakia was under
18 years of age (Opera Nomadi, 1991; Hel-
sinki Watch Committee, 1991; Kalvoda,
1991). In 1978, the Spanish Gypsy population
had the world’s highest growth rate: with an
increase differential of 5.2 per cent, the pop-
ulation would double in size in just 19 years
(Instituto de Sociologia Aplicada, 1978).
Between 1980 and 1990, the number of births
increased in former Czechoslovakia by 2.5
per cent (the national growth rate was 0 per
cent). In 1991, almost 10 per cent of babies
born in this country were Gypsies (Kalvoda,

1991). Finally, in 1980, the Gypsy population
growth rate in Hungary was twice the
national average (Hajdu, 1980). These rates
are particularly striking given the very high
infant mortality rates (deaths per thousand
live births during the first year) registered
among Gypsy populations.

One of the most significant reasons for
such high population growth rates in all Euro-
pean countries relates to the still very high fer-
tility rates (number of births during fertile
period per woman) of Gypsy women. Several
factors determining high fertility rates may be
traced: a generalized opposition to birth con-
trol among Gypsy communities; the wide-
spread practice of very early marriage (12-14
years old); the possibility of receiving state
subsidies for those Gypsies with national citi-
zenship; and, finally, the high birth rates mean
that there is a constantly increasing number of
teen-age fertile cohorts within the Gypsy pop-
ulation. In former Czechoslovakia, for
instance, the Gypsy fertility rate actually
declined during the 1970s, but it was sull
much higher than the respective national aver-
age in the 1980s for two significant reasons.
Firstly, as a result of the higher birth rate of
preceding years, the number of fertile Gypsy
cohorts increased during the 1970s by 43.8 per
cent (the respective national average was 4.5
per cent). Consequently, while the average
number of live births in 1980 for a 50 year-old
Gypsy woman was 21 per cent lower than in
1970, there were sull six children on average in
her nuclear household (the respective national
figure was just 2.27) (Srb, 1988). Secondly, the

" Czech state maternity leave was for six months

with full pay and, furthermore, financial sup-
port was given to all children unul the age of
18 (Kalvoda, 1991). Similarly, in former Yugo-
slavia, Gypsy fertility declined from a value of
6.8 in 1961 to a nonetheless still considerable
figure of 4.8 in 1981 (Mrdjen, 1991).

Infant Mortality and Child Morbidity

Since high fertility is associated with short
birth intervals, it is also directly related to
infant mortality rates (IMR) (Cornia, 1984).
Available country evidence indicates that
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there was a general improvement in infant
mortality rates between 1960 and 1989, cven
for central and eastern Europe. Nonetheless,
in 1991, the IMR for the Gypsy population in
former Czechoslovakia was 45/1,000 (with a
national average of 20/1,000) (Kalvoda, 1991).
Moreover, the Gypsy low-birth weight deliv-
ery rate was two to five umes higher than the
national average in this country (Struk, 1990,
quoted in Sipos, 1991). A low-birth weight
phenomenon is also reported for a large sam-
ple in Hungary for 1981-84, where it was
found that 20.2 per cent of all Gypsy deliveries
were low-birth weight babies (the respective
national average was 9 per cent; in comparison,
the figure for EEC countrics during the 1980s
was 7/1,000, according to 1990 tables produced
by the World Bank (Kobor, 1988, quoted in
Sipos, 1991)). The Gypsy IMR in Bulgaria was
240/1,000 in 1989 (with a respective national
average of 40/1,000) (Simonov, 1990).

Infant mortality rates are certainly not low
for Gypsy children in western Europe either.
In Great Britain, the rate was 15 times higher
than the national average in 1983 (Save the
Children Fund, 1983). In Eire in 1961, 1t was
113/1,000 (Barnes, 1975), and in 1986 it was
still three times higher than the national aver-
age (Minority Rights Group, 1986). In Spain, it
was 35/1,000 in 1978 (the nartional average was
17-18/1,000) (Instituto de Sociologia Aplicada,
1978). In Belgium, it was 20 per cent higher
than the respective national average in 1986.
Finally, in Italy’s capital city in 1991, it was
24/1,000 (with a non-Gypsy rate of 9/1,000)
(Bertohini ef al., 1992).

Gypsy children are still heavily affected
by infectious diseases, particularly hepatits
and tuberculosis, in all lluropean countries.
This 1s so despite the general decrease of
infectious diseases among children in central
and eastern European countries (except in
the former USSR) (Sipos, 1991), and a major
decrease in western Huropean countries. The
morbidity rate for tuberculosis among Gypsy
children, for example, was 60/1,000 in Bul-
garia in 1990 (the national average was
22/1,000), and in former Czechoslovakia the
rate was more than double the national aver-
age in 1970 (Kalvoda, 1991).

Accommodation

All over Europe, Gypsy children and
their families, both in nomadic and settled
communities, live in substandard, often
environmentally-degrading accommodation
situations. This 1s undoubtedly one of the
strongest causes of the disproportionately
high incidence of Gypsy child morbidity.

The large Gypsy nuclear families (6 chil-
dren on average in Europe in 1986) and the
small living areas they generally occupy mean
that overcrowding 1s unavoidable in Gypsy
communities (Martinez, 1986). In former
(izechoslovakia, for instance, 37 per cent of
the national Gypsy population was living in
shanty-towns in 1991, with an average of
seven to twelve children in each nuclear
household (Kalvoda, 1991). Similarly over-
crowded conditions exist for those living in
apartments: the living space per person was
indexed at 49/100 1in 1987, with a consequent
estimated crowdedness-index of 208/100
(Struk, 1990, quoted in Sipos, 1991). In Bul-
garia, 95 per cent of the national Gypsy pop-
ulation was living in “exturemely unhealthy
conditions” in 1986 (Simonov, 1990; Silver-
man, 1986): nuclear families with an average
of four to six children in each household (the
national average was 1.5) were substantially
confined to the city outskirts in areas sur-
rounded by walls built decades earlier by the
Bulgarian government to conceal the living
conditions of local Gypsies (Ielsinki Watch
Committee, 1991). [n 1970, 27 per cent of the
Gypsy population in Hungary was living in
slums: 50 per cent of these Gypsies had no
sewerage system and 75 per cent were with-
out eclectricity (Hajdu, 1980). In 1987,
approximately 100,000 Hungarian Gypsies
were found to be still living in the same
shanty-town conditions (Puxon, 1987). Simi-
larly, in former Yugoslavia most Gypsies were
living in ghettos in 1990, with no provision
for clectricity, sewerage or running water
(Reemtsma, 1990).

Gypsy children in western Europe live in
similarly poor conditions. ‘Nomadic’ children
usually camp on the outskirts of cities with
their families, as the availability of official



camp sites comes nowhere near the Gypsy
communities’ needs. Even when state
finances are allocated to municipalities to
build sites for non-settled Gypsy families, as
in France and Italy, the money usually
remains unspent by local authorities. In Italy,
for example, only 75 municipalities - out of
over 3,000 - have utilized available state
funds assigned for this purpose. In the
United Kingdom, England and Wales are the
only exceptions: urban municipalities are
legally obliged to allocate a yearly expendi-
ture for this purpose and to utilize it. How-
ever, the Government has proposed to do
away with this legal obligation (Save the
Children Fund, 1992). The living conditions
endured by settled Gypsy children with
national citizenship and residence are no bet-
ter than for nomadic groups in western Euro-
pean countries. In 1986 in France, for exam-

A Gypsy child’s right to education is not alweays realized.

ple, more than 100,000 settled Gypsy
children were living in slums, and this was
largely the case for Spain as well (Minority
Rights Group, 1986).

Institutionalization

Institutionalization of Gypsy children, par-
ticularly in eastern and central European coun-
tries, is a major cause for concern (the term
excludes impnsonment of juvenile offenders
in this context). Data from individual countries
bring out two alarming points: Gypsy children
appear to be disproportionately  over-
represented in state residential institutions,
and secondly, they are for the main part institu-
tionalized in centres for mentally-disabled chil-
dren (Himes ¢ /., 1991).

Gypsy families living in situations of
extreme hardship have traditionally made

[ .
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use of state residential care institutions as a
temporary means of ensuring care and shelter
for their children (Himes ez 2/, 1991). How-
ever, this practice, especially common for
children born during the winter, has led in
many cases to lawful institutionalization of
Gypsy newborns. Lacking knowledge of the
laws on child abandonment, many Gypsy
mothers have left their child in temporary
care only to find, upon returning to the hospi-
tal, that he/she has been legally declared “in
the state of parental abandonment”, and
therefore lawfully institutionalized.

Non-Gypsy societies, particularly in east-
ern and central European countries, have tra-
ditionally institutionalized relatively more
Gypsy children than non-Gypsies. In Roma-
nia, for example, while Gypsies make up no
more than 10-15 per cent of the national pop-
ulation, 80 per cent of institutionalized chil-
dren in 1991 were Gypsies (the respective
national average was 4 per cent) (Hancock,
1992; Himes ¢z al., 1991). In former Czecho-
slovakia in 1990, 50 per cent of all institution-
alized children were Gypsies (Struk, 1990,
quoted in Himes ez @/., 1991): among them, 20
per cent were declared mentally handicapped
(Kalvoda, 1991). In Hungary, 50 per cent of
children admitted to state welfare centres in
1987 were Gypsies; 31 per cent of children
admitted to institutes for the mentally handi-
capped were Gypsies, representing 10 per cent
of all mentally-disabled children in the country
(Puxon, 1987). Between 1926 and 1973 in
Switzerland, 700 Gypsy children were forcibly
removed from their families and institutional-
ized (Minority Rights Group, 1986).

As Gypsy children have commonly been
labelled as ‘mentally deficient owing to an
inadequate cultural environment’ by the
dominant society, care responses have gener-
ally been of two types: firstly, placement in
special schools for mentally-disabled chil-
dren, as still happens in central and eastern
European countries, or confinement in spe-
cial classes for mentally-disabled children in
normal schools, as generally occurred in west-
ern Europe until the beginning of the 1980s;
and/or secondly, institutionalization in cen-
tres for mentally-disabled children, as is still

the case in most central and eastern Euro-
pean countries.

Within the current lively debate on dein-
stitutionalization, these practices have been
heavily criticized for the extreme difficulty of
“distinguishing between children whose
deviancy is the result of physical handicap or
learning disability from those whose abnor-
mality is the result of deprived early environ-
ments” (Himes ez @/, 1991). In a large
number of cases, this deprivation does not
relate to the original family group, but to res-
idential care in institutions.

Education

Education policies for Gypsy children in
Europe have been largely unsuccessful to
date. The panels presenting statistical data
dramatically illustrate the ineffectiveness of
the school system for Gypsy children, both in
western Europe and in central and eastern
European countries.

It is worth noting that pre-school kinder-
garten programmes have proved to be a suc-
cessful means of encouraging school attend-
ance among Gypsy children in former
Czechoslovakia: in 1972, 4,515 children in
the 0-5 age range were enrolled in pre-school
education (1.14 per cent of the national child
population); in 1986, the figure had increased
to 22,240 children (3.33 per cent of the child
population). A great majority of children who
attended kindergarten went on to enrol in
primary school (Bulir, 1987).

Juvenile Crime

Both in central-eastern and western
European countries Gypsy children are
highly over-represented in statistics on juve-
nile crime. In contrast, figures show a high
incidence of adult Gypsy crime only in cen-
tral and eastern Europe. It is likely that a role
transfer has taken place in western European
Gypsy communities, perhaps taking advan-
tage of the far less severe penal sanctions for
child crime in these countries. During the
1980s, anti-Gypsy attitudes gradually shifted
from a generalized mistrust to open - and
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EDUCATION FOR GYPSY CHILDREN

IN WESTERN EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

» In 1989, 36 per cent of school-aged Gypsy children in EEC countries attended school; 50 per cent had never been
(Liegeois, 1989);

> In 1985, 80 per cent of EEC Gypsy adults were rated as llliterate (Liégeois, 1985);

» In ltaly in 1990, 35 per cent of the school- aged Gypsy population attended school more or less regularly (Opera
Nomadi, 1991);

» In Spainin 1987, 50 per cent of Gypsy children attended school; the adult illiteracy rate was 80 per cent (Minority
Rights Group, 1986});

» InFrancein 1991, less than 30 per cent of Gypsy children attended school; 65 per cent of adults were considered
illiterate {Le Nouvel Educateur, 1991);

» In Germany in 1985, only 1 per cent of the school-aged Gypsy population received secondary education; 40 per
cent of national Gypsy children attended special schools for the mentally disabled (the non-Gypsy average was
3 per cent) (Liégeois, 1985);

» In Greece in 1986, 15 per cent of Gypsy children attended school, and only 50 per cent of this group completed
primary education (Spithaki, 1986); 80 per cent of the school-aged national Gypsy population was registered as
illiterate (Liegeois, 1987);

» Inthe UK in 1986, 5,000 Traveller children did not attend school, and a further 20,000 attained “inadequate edu-
cation levels” (Minority rights Group, 1986);

» In Eire in 1984, 50 per cent of Traveller children attended school, but 90 per cent of the under-12 population
dropped out (O'Connell, 1989).

IN CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

\ 4

In former Yugoslavia in 1986, 80 per cent of Gypsy children did not complete primary school education (Liht, 1986);

» Informer Czechoslovakia between 1970 and 1980, only 35 per cent of the Gypsy school-aged population finished
primary school; between 1980 and 1985, 75.1 per cent of Gypsy children attended school (Kalvoda, 1991); in |
1980, 17.1 per cent of the Gypsy school population attended special schools for the mentally disabled (the non-
Gypsy average was 2.6 per cent), and the percentage increased to 27.6 per cent in 1985 (Bulir, 1987); '

» In Hungary in 1991, 50 per cent of Gypsy children did not complete primary education (6-10 years) (Kemény,
1985) and 75 per cent did not finish compulsory schooling (6-14 years) (Réger, 1991); between 1970 and 1991,
the percentage of Gypsy children reaching the eighth grade increased by 71 per cent (Nepszabadsag, 8.4.1990),
but only 17 per cent of these children achieved an acceptable level of literacy (Puxon, 1987); 21 per cent of Hun-
garian Gypsy children speak Romanes (the original mother tongue of Gypsies) as their first language, and 8 per
cent have Romanian as their mother tongue (Kemény, 1985);

» |n Bulgaria in 1991, 95 per cent of Gypsy children attended school, but only 30 per cent completed primary education; |
50 per cent of Gypsy adults over the age of 30 were considered illiterate (Helsinki Watch Committee, 1991); 80 per
cent of Gypsy children speak Romanés as their mother tongue. |
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High levels of
adulr
unemployment can
mean that a large
part of
responsibiliry for
Jamily income
shifts to the

Gypsy child.

often frighteningly violent - hostility in most
western European countries. Triggering such
negative attutudes is the ever-increasing phe-
nomenon of Gypsy child deviance, mainly
pick-pocketing and burglary.

Gypsy children are therefore on the front
line in western Europe, playing an important
role as income-generator within their com-
munity and, at the same time, taking the
brunt of scapegoating discriminatory atti-

L ad
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tudes from the non-Gypsy society. In ltaly in
1991, for example, Gypsy children repre-
sented 77.2 per cent of the entire non-Italian
population (over-14) in prison or detention
(Ministry of Justice, personal communica-
tion). In former Czechoslovakia in 1980, the
delinquency rate for Gypsy children was
560/10,000 for the 10-18 age group (the
national average was 109/10,000) (Kovarik,
1988, quoted in Sipos, 1991). In Bulgaria,




“

Gypsy juvenile crime was “alarmingly high”
in 1990 (the national average was
55-60/10,000) (Valchev, 1990, quoted In

Sipos, 1991).

Adult Unemployment

The main cause of deviance among
Gypsy children is undoubtedly the extremely
high levels of adult unemployment. There are
two main reasons for such high levels of unem-
ployment. The Gypsy culture generally rejects
the concept of long-term, stable employment,
and gives much more emphasis to autonomous,
flexible types of work. In Spain in 1987, 74 per
cent of the adult Gypsy population was unem-
ployed; in Finland, the figure was 75 per cent
in 1976; it was 50 per cent in Sweden in 1975
(‘lakman, 1976); in former Yugoslavia in 1986,
it was 80 per cent (Liht, 1986); in Romania in
1991, 40 per cent of the national Gypsy labour
force was unemployed (Tagliabue, 1991); and
in Hungary, the figure was 15 per cent in 1991
(the respective non-Gypsy average was 7 per
cent) (Daroczi, 1992).

A lack of professional skills is the second
major cause of Gypsy unemployment. Gyp-
sies have great difficulty in finding jobs, and

are more likely to lose them in times of eco-
nomic cut backs. In Hungary, only 15 per
cent of Gypsy labourers were registered as
skilled 1n 1986, and less than 5 per cent of
these were employed in professions (Minor-
ity Rights Group, 1986).

Conclusion

While the available data can only draw a
rather sketchy picture of the quality of life
experienced by Gypsy communities in
Europe, it nonetheless depicts all too clearly
an alarming stagnation in their living condi-
tions. There are historical and cultural differ-
ences among (Gypsy communities in In-
dividual European countries, but there are
also striking similarities: welfare indicators
point unfailingly to circumstances of extreme
hardship and disadvantage.

There i1s an urgent need, as this analysis
illustrates all too clearly, for the creation of an
international system of standardized data col-
lection and production so that in-depth com-
parative analyses may be carrted out on the
living conditions of Gypsy children and their
families both in western Europe and in east-
ern and central European countries.
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THEY CAN SEE THE FUTURE AND IT HURTS

The international community is increasingly facing a communications challenge: how to capture the
interest of the press and the media in taking up social and developmental issues and dealing with
them on a sustained basis. The value of the media as a powerful partner in mobilizing public opinion
is immeasurable. However, no ‘image’ is neutral, and the media’s unique power in creating images
of a social group can swing from painting an oversimplified or negative/positive picture to giving an
accurate representation conveying the complexities of the issues. The complex underlying realities
of life for Gypsies and their children in eastern Europe are brought to the fore in the following article
by Patricia Clough which appeared in "The Independent of 26 October 1991.

Six young gypsies sitting in a Prague restaurant
suddenly freeze with terror. First five, then 10, then
50 skinheads walk in, lock the door and form a cir-
cle round them, breathing silent menace. Gypsies,
and foreigners who look like gypsies, have been
brutally beaten and even murdered by skinheads,
and these six are clearly to be the next. In Mlawa,
Poland, and in Romanian villages gypsies grab their
children and flee as mobs sack and bum their
homes. The death of Communism has brought
new violence and new fears. Gypsies always had a
precarious life in Eastern Europe, where they were
sometimes persecuted and under pressure to set-
tle - which many of them did.

Most of Poland's, Bohemia's and Moravia's
gypsies were among the 400,000 exterminated
along with the Jews in the Holocaust. In the more
northerly countries what remained of their old life
was finally dealt a death blow by Communism.

In Czechoslovakia this came on the nights
from 2-4 February 1959, when police raided the
encampments, killed the horses, burnt the wagons
and told the gypsies they would have to remain in
the communities where they then were, for good.
There, and in Hungary, they were forced to live in
unfamiliar apartments, their clans and extended
families broken up. They were compelled to work
in jobs totally unsuited to their temperaments.
Their old crafts - tinsmithery, carving, basketwork,
horse trading - were stamped out. In these coun-

tries and Poland there are no nomads any more.
The Communists denied them even the status of
an ethnic minority, while encouraging their music
and “folklore”. Yet, in much of Eastern Europe,
where two-thirds of the continent's estimated six
million gypsies live, many of them frankly regret the
passing of the Communist regimes. “We were bet-
ter off then”, says Jan Licartovski, a retired road
builder in Prague. “Everyone had to work and jobs
were secure”. His sister-in-law, Helena Sivakova,
says: “"We were safer, there was not so much rac-
ism”. Life in Romania under Ceausescu was no
joke, says lon Cnoriu, a top Romanian musician and
gypsy party leader, “but this is worse than under
Hitler”.

With speech now free, old prejudices and
hatreds that have been preserved intact for 50
years are coming back into the open. In many vil-
lages and soulless concrete housing blocks of the
industrial towns in Hungary and Czechoslovakia
you find them, their culture and customs faded,
their strict legal code fallen into disuse, the wom-
en’s colourful dresses and head scarves gone. Few
even have the heart to teach their children music.
Instead, there is depression, alienation and crime.

A central part of the problem is the fact that
some gypsies - by no means all - steal and cheat.
For them it has always been a legitimate economic
activity; gadje (non-gypsies in Romany language)

-
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are primarily a source of income. They do not steal
from other gypsies. Now this crime has taken on
dramatic proportions. In Hungary gypsies report-
edly commit 52 per cent of all crimes and make up
60-70 per cent of people behind bars, even though
they account for only 20 per cent of the population.
In Czechoslovakia the rate is said to be even higher.
Part of this could well be police discrimination but
it is easy to spot gypsies in S. Venceslas Square
and the narrow streets of old Prague on a sum-
mer's evening darting through the crowds or lurk-
ing in predatory groups ready to snatch a handbag
or pick a pocket.

This behaviour deeply distresses many decent,
honest gypsies who want to integrate into “nor-
mal” society, while retaining at least some of their
traditions. Other peaple, they complain, assume all
| gypsies are thieves.
| If gypsies are downtrodden, the womenfolk
| are even more so. In Romania the women are not
allowed to make bread or go out of the house when
menstruating, even to work. “Anyway", she should
not work, she should be making children, says one
man. The gypsy legal code appears to apply more
to women than men. “Married women” must
always wear head scarves. WWomen must never
walk in front of a man or cross in front of horses”
says one Romanian leader. The punishment is usu-
ally a beating. But for adultery, one of the gravest
crimes in the Gypsy code, the offending woman's
. husband may mutilate her by slashing her nose,

| cheeks or ears.

Despite their fiery demeanour, the women
tend to be very prudish. “In the girls showers at
summer camp the Gypsy girls will never take their
underclothes off”, says Ditka Gyuricova, a Prague
sociologist. One woman told me, “| have had 16
children but my hushand has never seen me
naked". As soon as a girl has had her first period
she is regarded as ready to wed, and many do
marry in their early teens - which means an end to
their education. Sexuality, which has its problems

when whole families sleep together in one bed,
tends to be a taboo subject. Gypsy women evi-
dently find greater fulfillment in their children - they
love babies and produce more than twice as many
as the non-gypsy population.

In some Polish communities gypsy women
not only raise and run the family, they are also the
breadwinners, the menfolk considering it beneath
them to work. Fortune-telling is still a good earner, |
a skill they learn from girlhood. Much, gypsies say,
is based on a shrewd assessment of the custom-
er's psychology. But even gypsies believe there are
some women who really can foretell the future.
"My mother is illiterate but she is highly intelligent
and a good judge of psychology, says Andrzej
Mirga, a gypsy ethnologist. Many things she has
foretold really have come true.

Where there are no more roads, there you will
find the gypsies - Hungarian saying. You drive out of
the village of Helopapa towards the cemetery and
turn off the road on to a cart track that bumps
through the garbage dump. The track dwindles into
a single path, beaten by bare feet, which leads to a
collection of thatched adobe hovels. From a dis-
tance it looks like a romantic nineteenth-century
etching, but there is nothing charming about life in
this gypsy settlement. Geza Farkas, an unemployed
labourer, and his wife, Gyongyver, live with their six
children (the seventh is on the way) in a hut about
6ft by 9ft, with two single beds, a cooker, a dresser,

a couple of chairs and a fridge, which is used as a
cupboard. There is no electricity, gas or sanitation,
water 1S hand-pumped from a well. Huge flies
drone in the sweltering heat, in winter the ground
must be awash in mud. The children often fall sick.
For generations gypsies in Central Europe have |
lived in such settlements on the edge of villages. |
Once they could make a living as metalworkers, |
horse- traders or carvers. Now, with their old skills
destroyed and jobs vanishing, most have nothing
but their offspring’s allowances - about pounds 20 |



per child per month - to live on. Local authorities,
penniless, cannot help them. The churches ignore
them. In the village of Csenyake, where most of
the inhabitants are unemployed gypsies, Karoly
Rakay, the mayor, has an allowance of 5,000 forints
a year - the price of dinner for two at a top restau-
rant in Budapest - to supply medicines for his poor.
No one has gone hungry yet, but when the money
runs out the gypsies have to make do with bread
and water till the end of the month, he says. Pov-
erty and neglect take their toll: life expectancy
among gypsies in Central-Eastern Europe is 10 to
15 years less than that of the non-gypsy population.

But the image of the raggle-taggle Gypsy can
be deceptive: some are very rich, a few may be
among the richest people in the societies of East-
ern Europe. Some of these were black marketeers
and illegal money changers under Communism
who quickly turned into profiteers, wheeler-dealers
and businessmen when things changed.

They are heartily hated and envied by gypsies
and non-gypsies alike for flaunting their wealth with
big, flashy cars and massive gold jewellery. This
hatred was behind the devastation of gypsy homes
in Mlawa, Poland, where they are - ostentatiously -
the richest inhabitants.

For Gypsy riches frequently go not into bank
accounts but into portable belongings and, above all,
into gold. Among the semi-nomadic gypsies of
Romania the measure of wealth is huge old Austro-
Hungarian gold coins. One woman | met wore about
10 on a chain round her neck, together probably
worth about pounds 500-600, a fortune by Romanian
standards. The clan told me they had been frequently
rounded up under some pretext by Ceausescu's
police, who would then ransack their houses and
tents in search of coins and other valuables.

The aristocrats of the gypsy scene are the
musicians. In Romania, where gypsy music is
extremely popular, | found one star living in an
exquisite nineteenth-century villa in the centre of
Bucharest. [n Hungary, whose gypsy restaurant
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bands pour romantic melodies into diners' ears for
hard currency all over the world, | was invited to a
home filled with the largest, most elaborate porce-
lain chandeliers, and with vases, ornaments, rich
carved fumniture - all more bourgeois than the rich-
est bourgeoisie.

Perhaps at the top of the tree in Hungary is
Lajos Boross, acclaimed by his fellow players as
king of the gypsy musicians. His blue eyes twin-
kling, his comfortable jow! spilling over his violin, he
does indeed play like a dream. Unlike his col-
leagues, Mr. Boross does not wear gold chains, just
a ring with the biggest, most brilliant diamond you
are likely to see for a long time.

“I am a Gypsy and | teach my children the
Romany language”, says a middle-class mother
proudly. But at a price; her daughter, like many
Czechoslovak Gypsy children, ended up in a school
for subnormal children because of language diffi-
culties. For this reason many parents do not teach
their children Romany, and in some areas it is dying
out. In the olden days {and still today among more
“backward” communities in Poland and Romania)
gypsies believed that, however poor and
oppressed, they were “better” than non-gypsies.
But elsewhere this pride has disappeared. “I am
not a Gypsy and | do not employ gypsies”, declares
the boss of a busy new grocery in a Prague suburb,
unaware that | know otherwise. Earlier this year
hundreds of thousands like him concealed their ori-
gins in Czechoslovakia's first free post-war census,
from a sense of inferiority or for fear of discrimina-
tion. “There are people high up in society living in
terror of having their origins revealed, says Dezso
Szegedi, a Hungarian actor. Mr. Szegedi is one of an
impressive number of Gypsy artists, scientists,
lawyers and other intellectuals who, as one put it,
have “come out” as gypsies and are leading gypsy
political parties and associations. The positive side
of freedom is that gypsies can now organize and
fight for gypsy interests. Hungary, Romania and

-
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Czechoslovakia already have the odd gypsy MP.
There are problems: in-fighting between groups
and leaders, and fraudsters who abuse the move-
ment for private gain.

One thing the gypsies and sociologists in the
northern countries agree upon is that there can be
no return to the nomadic life. “The skills have van-
ished for good”, says Mr. Mirga. He maintains Pol-
ish gypsies still “wander”, in that they often
change jobs and homes; others say it is nonsense
that gypsies have wandering in their blood - it was
just a way of earning a living.

Some are indeed starting to settle happily. In a
large plot of land bought by a benefactor in
Helopapa, fat melons and gherkins are ripening,
proof that gypsies can work the land. In Prague a
Gypsy firm is providing “Romany services” -
plumbing, demolition - and in the beer-making town
of Plzen, Czechoslovakia, a Gypsy firm has taken
over the street cleaning. “Our city”, says the
mayor, “has never been so clean”.

One of the more effective groups is Phralipe
(Romany for “brotherhood”), in Hungary, In former
Communist Party premises in Budapest’s red-light
district where pictures of Lenin still look down from
the walls, the group, led by Bela Osztojkan, a
writer, is working on its top priority, education. It
has organized courses for its local leaders and
holds consciousness-raising sessions, helping gyp-
sies identify their problems and articulate them.
They and other gypsy organizations are pushing for
teacher-training to help gypsy children, for special
schools, books and publications in the Romany lan-
guage, gypsy social workers, better housing and
recognition as an ethnic minority with rights like
others. But governments, preoccupied with the
task of political and economic reform, have hardly
begun to look at the problem. The goodwill that
bloomed with the revolutions and first elections is
being overtaken, gypsy leaders say, by indifference
and prejudice.

[ |



GYPSY LIFE
IN FOUR EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

SANDRO COSTARELL!

Introduction

A comparative analysis of the situation of
Gypsy groups in different European countries
poses considerable problems. Most impor-
tantly, the lack of uniformity and varying
availability of data for each country means
that very few complete comparisons can be
made. There are several reasons for this: dif-
ferent definitions of ‘Gypsy’ are employed in
individual countries; there is often a fear on
the part of Gypsies to officially declare them-
selves; and, finally, most central and eastern
European governments have not given Gypsy
communities the right to declare themselves
as such in census surveys. This comparative
summary of the living conditions of children
in Gypsy groups in four European countries -
former Czechoslovakia, former Yugoslavia,
France and Italy - therefore focusses more on
cross-country trends and differentiations than
on individual country-level information*.
Indeed, the fact that different sources of data
have been used in the four countries makes
comparability even more limited: the
researchers for France and Italy have had to
rely on national non-official sources or on offi-
cial local estimates as ethnic data is not offi-
cially recorded for legal reasons; researchers in
the two eastern European countries have used
official data, while recognizing that it may be
biased for the reasons mentioned above.

Despite these limitations, the data
obtained in each of the four countries leave
little room for doubt as to the acute discrim-
ination and disadvantage they mirror within
Gypsy populations. It should be noted, how-
ever, that the very difficulties limiting an
accurate comparative analysis highlight the
need for the development and implementa-
tion of an internationally standardized statis-
tical system of data collection, monitoring
and dissemination on the status of children in
minority groups.

Cultural Perspectives

In order to gain an understanding of what
it means to grow up as a Gypsy, this analysis
has focussed on four areas which together form
a picture of Gypsy living conditions: health,
accommodation, education and stable parental
unemployment. However, before studying
these areas in detail, it is important to look
behind the various statistics and figures to the
perspectives which inform an evaluation of
these children’s living situations.

There is broad agreement among gyp-
siologists that no one single Gypsy culture
exists; at most, a certain common ‘life-style’
can be identified (Piasere, 1991). At the same
time, as was confirmed in these four country
case-studies, this generically common ‘life-
style’ does appear to be anchored on some

* The four country case-studies were carried out by Kveta Kalibova (former Czechoslovakia), Zlatko Sram (former Yugo-
slavia), Alice Peinado (France) and Sandro Costarelli (Italy) for the UNICEF International Child Development Centre.
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Gypsies share a
common life-styl.
but there is not one

stngle Gypsy
culture.

fundamental social and cultural bases which
cross country and community lines (Clanet,
1990; Okely, 1983). The most characteristic
features of the so-called ‘Gypsy’ culture
derive from the dynamic interaction between
the Gypsy and non-Gypsy cultures (Piasere,
1991). It is therefore possible, despite a broad
range of specifically local influences, to iden-
tify some generally comparative, culturally-
related attitudes among Gypsy communities
towards national policies affecting their wel-
fare. In evaluating such policies, it is essential
that Gypsies’ attitudes be taken into full
account in order to determine the cultural rel-
evance, and therefore effectiveness, of such
initiatives.

Clearly, ‘quality of life’ is not an objec-
tive, universal set of standards. While some
indicators used to measure living conditions
may be considered meaningful and valid

across different cultures, others are very
much bound to individual groupings. "There
is, of course, broad agreement among differ-
ent cultures that sickness or death has a neg-
ative value, but other issues are by no means
culturally neutral. With regard to accommo-
dation, for instance, access to shower facilities
is not necessarily perceived by Gypsy com-
munities as a useful measure of living stand-
ards. Adult employment represents perhaps
the most clear-cut area in which sharp differ-
ences in values exist across cultures: within a
Gypsy perspective, stable unemployment is
not necessarily due to marginalization, but
may be considered a sign of successful resist-
ance to the non-Gypsy cultural pressure to
assimilate.

The issue of cultural differences in per-
spectives and values becomes even more
important on a practical level.




While it is true that each of the four coun-
tries of this study have adopted policies and
programmes to deal with the severe problems
experienced by Gypsy children and their
families, the results, as will be seen in each of
the areas analysed, have generally been inad-
equate. It would therefore appear that the
cultural perspectives informing policy strate-
gies, rather than a political and/or financial
resistance to acting in support of these chil-
dren, form the stumbling-block to effective
change and improvement in conditions. Con-
sequently, these two factors - ethnocentric
influence in policies and their cultural rele-
vance - form the key to analysing the effec-
tiveness of initiatives targeting Gypsy chil-
dren and their families in the four countries
of the study.

Gypsy Living Conditions

» SOME BACKGROUND
SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CONSIDERATIONS

Age Distribution (%) GYPSY TOT. POP
UNDER-15:
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 43 24
Former Yugoslavia 1981 42 —
France 1989 45 22
Italy (Rome) 1989 50 17
OVER-60:
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 4 16
Former Yugoslavia 1981 4 —
France 1989 4 12
taly (Rome) 1989 4 30
Fertility Rate
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 6 2
Former Yugoslavia 1980 5 —
France 1980 5 2
Italy 1989 4 1
Nuclear Household Size
Former Czechoslovakia 1987 8 4
Former Yugoslavia 1989 >4 —
France 1989 5 3
Italy (Rome) 1989 7 3

Sources: Former Czechoslovakia: Czechoslovakian Population Cen-
sus, quoted in Kalibova, 1992; Srb, 1988. Former Yugoslavia: Former
Yugoslavian Federal Statistical Office, quoted in Sram, 1992, and Mrd-
jen, 1991; Mitrovic, 1990, quoted in Sram, 1992, France: Delamon,
1990; CNIN, 1980, quoted in Peinado, 1992; Council of Europe, 1989.
Italy: Opera Nomadi, 1990; Cnr-IRP, 1987, quoted in Agnoli, 1989; M.
Converso, personal communication.

The similarities in the socio-demographic
situations of these four Gypsy populations
are immediately striking, even more so con-
sidering the consistently different figures rec-
orded for the same indicators among the non-
Gypsy populations.

The low average life expectancy for Gyp-
sies - generally around 45 years (Puxon, 1987)
- is most likely related to their health and
accommodation conditions. Yet, cultural fac-
tors also play a role in determining such low
levels. The still exceptionally high fertility
rates among Gypsy women against the gener-
ally decreasing European levels significantly
affects, for instance, the quality of health and
accommodation conditions of Gypsy children
in the four countries studied. The tradition of
marrying at very early ages (12-14 years on
average in all four countries) and of not using
any family-planning strategy appear to be
important cultural factors in determining such
high fertility rates. Moreover, a financial incen-
tive 1s reported for former Czechoslovakia,
former Yugosiavia and France, where local
welfare policies assure state subsidies for each
child.

With regard to fertility rates, however, it
is interesting to note that the use of intra-
uterine contraceptive devices has been
increasingly registered among former Yugo-
slavian women both in France and in Italy,
although in almost all cases this occurs with-
out the husband’s knowledge. This reflects
an earlier practice among Gypsy women -
which is still observed among the recent
Romanian refugee Gypsy women in France -
of secretly carrying out abortions.

The most significant variables in deter-
mining the quality of health conditions are
the infant mortality rate and low birth
weight delivery, and these show considera-
bly higher levels for Gypsy children in each
of the four countries. This would appear to
be directly related to the poor quality or lack
of sanitary facilities in Gypsy communities.
In all four countries, in fact, the majority of
Gypsies live in shanty settlements, half of
which have no sanitary facilities at all. Only
in former Czechoslovakia is there a slightly
more favourable situation.
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» HEALTH CONDITIONS

Infant Mortality Rate GYPSY TOTAL POPULATION
Former Czechoslovakia 1985 30/1000 14/1000
Former Yugoslavia 1985 46/1000 28/1000
France — — —
ltaly (Rome) 1991 24/1000 9/1000
Low Birth Weight Delivery Rate
Former Czechoslovakia 1989 200-500% higher than the non-Gypsy rate
Former Yugoslavia 1991 unknown % higher than the non-Gypsy rate
France 1987 50% higher than the non-Gypsy rate
Italy — — —
Morbidity Rate
Former Czechoslovakia 1985 20% of the country’s hospitalized child population
Former Yugoslavia 1991 unknown % higher than the non-Gypsy rate
France 1985 10% of the region’s child population (Clerm.-Ferr)
Italy 1991 unknown % higher than the non-Gypsy rate
Immunization Coverage
Former Czechoslovakia 1991 close to the national average
Former Yugoslavia 1991 close t0 0%
France 1991 low among non-sedentary children
Italy (Milan) 1990 20%
Nutritional Status
Former Czechoslovakia 1991 quantitatively, not qualitatively good
Former Yugoslavia 1991 quantitatively and qualitatively poor
France 1991 quantitatively good, but qualitatively poor, except among the
former Yugoslavian and Romanian refugee groups (quantitatively
and qualitatively poor}
Italy 1991 quantitatively good, but qualitatively poor, except for many of the

former Yugoslavian non-sedentary groups (quantitatively and quali-

tatively poor)

Sources: Former Czechoslovakia: United Nations, 1987; I
Struk, 1990, quoted in Sipos, 1991. Former Yugoslavia:
1992. France: Severin et al. and ADSEA, 1988, quoted
sonal communications.

tad

The Gypsy morbidity rate is not only
higher than the non-Gypsy level, but is also
significantly confined to certain pathological
typologies commonly caused, it is thought,
by poor living conditions (Geraci, 1991).
These are mainly pulmonary-related {bron-
chitis, pneumonia), dermatological (impetigo,
skin parasites, eczema), and nutrition-related
(gastritis, colitus, enteritis, oral candidoses
and dental caries). Such ailments would not
have serious consequences in themselves, if
treated (n an appropriate and timely manner.
Instead, the fact that they are directly related

linistry of Health Sen
ations, 1987, F
, 1992 Italy. Bertolini et al, 1992; N.A.G.A.

ice, Czech and Slovak Federal Republic, quoted in Kalibova, 1992;
er Yugoslavian Federal Statistical Office, 1989, quoted in Sram,
, 1991 1. Siena and M. Converso, per-

to everyday living conditions means that they
reappear cyclically among Gypsy children.

In terms of the number of children
affected, undernutrition appears to be a
problem of major concern in former Yugo-
slavia. In the other three countries studied,
the qualitatively-poor diet, based on simple
sugars and fats, generally found among
Gypsy children often leads to chronic health
problems in adulthood.

The higher hospitalization rates for
Gypsy children in all four countries is largely
due to the impossibility of carrying out medical



treatment on children within the Gypsy com-
munities. Nevertheless, none of the national
health policies (except for former Czechoslova-
kia) targeting Gypsy children link health and
housing issues in an overall strategy. A first
step, for instance, could be to develop mobile
medical units. In addition, health services and
facilities available to Gypsy families are invari-
ably grounded on the ‘western’ concept of 1ll-
ness, whose influence is felt in all related
aspects of the health system and services,
including prevention, therapy and hospitaliza-
tion. The result is that medical treatment is
generally avoided by Gypsies untl very
advanced stages, when it is often extremely
difficult to provide effective care.

Similarly, immunization remains outside
Gypsy concepts of health care, with the result
that levels of immunization coverage are low,
particularly in former Yugoslavia, France and
Italy where health services are based on
request. It is vital, therefore, that culturally

» ACCOMMODATION CONDITIONS

appropriate health education courses be insti-
tuted. Former Czechoslovakia is the only
country among those studied whose health
policies targeting local Gypsy families pro-
vide both a health monitoring service and
on-the-spot therapeutic units,

Finally, the increasingly deep-seated
‘ghetto mentality’ among Gypsy communi-
ties in all four countries has led to growing
health problems of a social nature. Sporadic
cases of drug dependence (heroin and glue/
gasoline sniffing) in France and Italy among
sedentary groups, as well as widespread alco-
hol abuse by male adults in sedentary groups
in all four countries are symptoms of social
marginalization rather than cultural values.

Poor accommodation and sanitary facili-
ties, overcrowding, environmental degrada-
tion and a lack of recreation areas characterize
the living conditions endured by Gypsy com-
munities in all four countries of the study.
Such conditions are light-years away from the

shanties: the great majority
shanties/caravans: 70-80%

Type of Accommodation GYPSY
Former Czechoslovakia 1990 shanties: 30%
Former Yugoslavia 1989
France 1989
Italy 1988 shanties/caravans: 88%

Availability of Sanitary Facilities

Former Czechoslovakia 1980

Former Yugoslavia 1990

France 1991 generally low
Italy 1987 40-45%

Personal Living Space/Household

water: 61%; WC: 36%; shower: 1%; town gas: 21%
generally extremely low

Former Czechoslovakia 1980 59% live with > 5 persons/dwelling (average living space: 36 sq. m.)
Former Yugoslavia 1990 generally extremely low
France 1991 generally low
Italy (Rome) 1990 4 sq. m.
Institutionalization
Former Czechoslovakia 1990 50% of the country’s institutionalized child population
Former Yugoslavia - —
France 1991 close t0 0%
Italy 1991 rapidly increasing among non-sedentary former Yugoslavian groups

Sources: Former Czechoslovakia: Kalvoda, 1991; Population Census, quoted in Kalibova, 1992; Struk, 1990, quoted in Himes et al., 1991. Former
Yugoslavia: Reemtsma, 1990; Sram, 1992. France: Delamon, 1990, quoted in Peinado, 1992. ltaly: A.1.2.0., 1988; Opera Nomadi, 1990; M. Con-

verso, personal communication.
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provisions set down in the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Per-
haps the harshest conditions are found among
former Yugoslavian nomadic Gypsy families in
Italy and France, who usually live in caravans
in illegal and therefore unequipped rest areas.
However, conditions are not much better for
sedentary groups, most commonly living in
shanty towns in the worst slum areas of all of
the four countries (except for the Czech part
of former Czechoslovakia).

Both in France and in Italy, legal camp
sites for nomadic families are scarce, particu-
larly in relation to the number of potential
users. This leads to overcrowding on avail-
able sites, which inevitably creates social ten-
sions. Unrelated or rival groups may be
forced to live side by side, provoking inter-
family and inter-personal conflicts which, in
turn, leads to high levels of intra-family and
intra-personal stress as well. Similarly, the
more or less voluntary ‘relocation’ of seden-

tary Gypsy families in former Czechoslovakia
and France into overcrowded tenement
houses has created high levels of stress
among ethnically-unrelated families. In this
regard, it is significant that a high incidence
of social problems, such as alcohol abuse,
drug dependence (in France and Italy), fam-
ily breakdown, juvenile delinquency, and so
on, is reported among Gypsy families during
periods of temporary sedentariness.

Housing policies and programmes tar-
geting Gypsy communities fail to give ade-
quate attention to cultural differences. The
concept of ‘family space’ within the Gypsy cul-
ture 1s not defined by the sharp borders of the
‘nuclear’ family, but is tied to an ‘extended’
family structure which they perceive as a
socio-cultural heritage of nomadism. The fact
that such considerations are consistently
ignored means that state housing policies are
invariably unsuccessful in terms of their cul-
tural relevance to Gypsy communities.

Infant mortality rates in Gypsy communities are disproportionately higher than European national average rates.



Also of significance are the higher rates of
institutionahization among Gypsy children in
all four countries. This is partly due to mea-
sures taken by local authorities to deal with
the poor quality, or lack of, child care in prob-
lematic family environments. High institu-
tionalization 1s also, however, a response on
the part of Gypsy families to their circum-
stances of hardship. They have traditionally
taken up the option of placing their children
in state residential care institutions as a tem-
porary measure, particularly for childen born
during the winter (Himes ¢/ 2/, 1991). Much
to the distress of parents, however, their lack
of understanding of national legislation con-
cerning child abandonment can lead to lawful
institutionalization of Gypsy newborns.

The consistently low school enrolment
rates and high drop-out rates among Gypsy
children pointedly highlight the substantial
failure of governmental primary and second-
ary education policies for Gypsy children in
the four countries. Only in the case of former
Czechoslovakia has an increase in the school
enrolment rate been reported for Gypsy chil-
dren. This has largely been the result of a
formal pre-school education programme. At
the same time, an increase in the practice of
educating Gypsy children in ‘special” schools,
institutions for the mentally handi-
capped, against a decrease reported for non-
Gypsy children is cause for concern. ‘Special’
education generally occurs in institutions (in
former Czechoslovakia and former Yugo-
slavia) or through the employment of teach-
ing staff and methodologies for the education
of mentally-disabled children (in France and
[taly).

From a non-Gypsy perspective, as has
been wvariously observed (Visca, 1978;
Piasere, 1985; Zatta, 1986; Perrotta, 1991),
education has traditionally been seen as the
main means by which the living situation of
Gypsy gradually
improved. In assuming that education has
similar values for these very different cul-
tures, state policies fail to account for a wide-
spread rejection of the non-Gypsy education
system on the part of Gvpsy communities.
The refusal of Gypsies to be educated has

Le.,

communities can be

» EDUCATION CONDITIONS
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Primary School Enrolment GYPSY
Former Czechoslovakia 1985 75%
Former Yugoslavia 1989 50%
France 1985 35%"*!
Italy 1990 35%"®

School Drop-Out Rate

DURING PRIMARY EDUCATION:
Former Czechoslovakia 1989 75%
Former Yugoslavia 1985 67%
France 1991 high
ltaly (Milan} 1938 83%
DURING SECONDARY EDUCATION:
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 99%
Former Yugoslavia 1988 96%
France 1991 extremely high
Italy 1991 extremely high

Special Education Placement

Former Czechoslovakia 1985 28%

{1980-85: +11%]}
Former Yugoslavia 1989 high
France 1991 0%
ltaly 1991 0%

TOT. POR.

99%
95%
109%
97%

28%

20%

3%
{1980-85: +0%)

[a) Gross ratios expressed as percentages.
(o) Estimated figures.

Sources: Former Czechoslovakia: Kalvoda, 1991; Population Census 1990, quoted in
<alibova, 1992; UNESCO 1992. Farmer Yugoslavia: Mitrovic, 1990, quoted in Sram, 1992;
_int, 1986; UNESCO, 1992. France: Liégeois, 1986, quoted in Peinado, 1992; UNESCO,
1992. Itely: Opera Nomadi, 1991, Bertol, 1983; UNESCO, 1992. M. Converso, personal

ication.

been a constant throughout history, with
communities in many different countries and
contexts sharing this attitude. Indeed, there
1s general agreement among gypsiologists
that the rejection of education by Gypsy chil-
dren - and particularly by their parents, as
research findings on the subject clearly indi-
cate (Dikaiou, 1990) - should be considered a
precise cultural choice, and not one imposed
by unfavourable economic conditions. As
long as Gypsies see school as a cultural threat,
they will refuse to take the risk of losing their
identity.

Vocational training is a further area where
differing cultural values are inadequately
considered in the educational policies of the
four countries. Unlike the non-Gypsy culture
which favours a ‘prolonged’ adolescence, the
Gypsy culture is based on very early adult-
hood: marriage and the consequent responsi-
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bilities for family and economic support
occur at the age of 12 to 14. Secondary school
attendance and opportunities for vocational
training among Gypsy adolescents are there-
fore extremely low.

As with education, national policies,
where they exist (in former Czechoslovakia
and, parually, France), to promote employ-
ment possibilities among Gypsy adults, are
based on the assumption that employment
has the same socio-cultural meaning for Gyp-
sies and non-Gypsies. However, stable, long-
term employment remains outside the Gypsy
cultural experience and value system. At the
same time, Gypsy employment and survival
has traditionally depended on the existence
of a non-Gypsy ‘human environment’
towards which their more or less legal
income-generating activities are directed.
High unemployment among Gypsy adults
has led to an increasing reliance of families

on state cash transfers, mainly family and
unemployment benefits, in three of the four
countries studied (with the exception of
Italy). This has met with considerable criti-
cism as it 1s seen by many as an abuse of the
welfare system.

The division of labour according to gen-
der within the Gypsy culture means that very
different roles are attributed to men and
women in relation to work practices. As is the
case in many traditional societies, men hold
most of the power and its accompanying
advantages, while women are relegated to a
subordinate position. Accordingly, it has
always been the man’s task to deal with the
outside world and to take decisions for the
female members of the family, especially
regarding external situations which could
jeopardize the family’s stability. Men have tra-
ditionally taken charge of the extra expenses,
such as family travel and celebrations, while

» PARENTAL (STABLE) EMPLOYMENT CONDITIONS

Labour Force Inactivity Rate GYPSY TOTAL POPULATION
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 28%* 10%®
Former Yugoslavia 1981 73%" 43%"®
Adult llliteracy
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 22% 1981 10%
Former Yugoslavia 1989 35% 1981 10%
France 1989 very high —
Italy 1980 very high 3%
Adult Professional Qualifications
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 6% —
Former Yugoslavia 1988 14% 29%
France 1991 extremely low —
Italy 1991 extremely low —
Juvenile Crime
Former Czechoslovakia 1980 560/10,000 (age 10-18} 109/10,000
Former Yugoslavia 1991 higher than the non-Gypsy rate
France 1991 higher than the non-Gypsy rate, but only among the former Yugo-
slavian groups
Italy 1991 higher than the non-Gypsy rate, but only among the former Yugo-

slavian groups who represent 77% of the whole non-ltalian
{over-14) population in detention.

(a) Working age population (15-64 years).

{b) Regardless of age.

Sources: Former Czechoslovakia: Population Census, quoted in Kalibova; Kovarik, 1988, quoted in Sipos, 1991; UNESCO, 1992. Former Yugoslavia:
Former Yugoslavian Federal Statistical Office, quoted in Sram, 1992; UNESCO, 1992. France: CAFRP/UNISAT, quoted in Peinado, 1992. ltaly: Italian
Ministry of Labour, personal communication; M. Converso, personal communication; Galdieri and Moscone, 1980; Italian Ministry of Justice, per-
sonal communication.
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the weight of everyday family survival has
always fallen.on women. Handicraft produc-
tion was traditionally men’s domain, but with
the decreasing demand for such items (Dick
Zatta, 1986) women have become more and
more burdened by daily economic responsi-
bilities.

A further related issue is that of child
employment. Gypsy children have, in fact,
always helped their mothers in their income-
generating activities. While research indi-
cates that this practice is considered quite
normal within the Gypsy cultural context,
and is therefore not experienced as an obliga-
tion or imposition either by Gypsy children
or their parents, it nonetheless represents a
considerable workload for these children and
makes 1t more difficult for them to attend
school on a regular basis. Former Czechoslo-
vakia 1s the only country among those ana-
lysed where Gypsy child employment is not
reported, most likely as it is strictly sanc-
tioned by national legislation.

A higher incidence of illegal income-
generating activities has been noted for Gypsy
children than for non-Gypsies in the four coun-
tries studied. A major difference exists, how-
ever, between the types of offences reported in
western Europe to those found in central and
eastern Europe. Both in France and Tealy, juve-
nile crime rates among sedentary Gypsy chil-
dren do not differ greatly from those of non-
Gypsy children living in similar slum areas.
Higher crime rates have been registered in
these two countries only for some groups of
former Yugoslavian Gypsy children, with prop-
erty offences (pick-pocketing and burglary)
being the main type of illegal activities. A neg-
ligible number of personal offences by Gypsy
children have been recorded, whereas they
represent a high proportion of those commit-
ted by Gypsy children in former Czechoslova-
kia and former Yugoslavia. At the same time, it
should be noted that property offences (pick-
pocketing and black-marketing) are only
reported in the big cities of former Yugoslavia,
while offences committed in all other parts of
the country are confined to property-related
crimes for survival, particularly stealing food,
clothing and firewood. ‘

Conclusions

The differing situations among Gypsy
groups in these four countries, both on the
country and community level, make any gen-
eralizations either partial or specific. Despite
this limitation, however, it is possible to
sketch out some overall conclusions on the
interconnecting  dynamics which  work
together to produce an unbroken circle of
economic and social disadvantage for Gypsies
everywhere.

The underprivileged social situation of
Gypsy children begins at birth, with the dis-
advantaged conditions they are born into.
Material deprivation, particularly in the areas
of health and accommodation, which was
originally the result of social deprivation, has
over time become the main perpetuating
force of their hardship. As has been
described, present possibilities for income
generation on the part of Gypsy adults are
minimal due to their low levels of educa-
tional attainment, their disinterest in stable
long-term employment and the lack of avail-
able alternative work practices based on
autonomy and flexibility. The irrelevance of
the education system to Gypsy children
keeps the cycle of disadvantage closed,
therefore recreating the same lack of oppor-
tunities for the next generation.

Broadly speaking, this ‘marginality cycle’
reproduces many of the aspects of disadvan-
taged child life associated with ‘street chil-
dren’. However, while the outcomes may be
the same as those for children in ‘street’ situ-
ations, the causes and the development of
such situations of deprivation are very specific
in the case of Gypsy children. Consequently,
initiatives aimed at ‘street children” which
have proved to be successful in the past can-
not be transferred wholesale to the Gypsy con-
text. In order to produce effective results, pro-
grammes targeting Gypsy children and
families must take account of their very spe-
cific cultural identity. However, the generaliz-
ing nature of state intervention usually pre-
cludes the possibility of formulating and
carrying out specific initiatives for specific cir-
cumstances. While there may be broad agreé—



ment on the areas requiring urgent action -
health and accommodation conditions, educa-
tion and parental employment opportunities -
complexities accumulate, as has been seen in
relation to the four countries analysed when
culturally-specific questions are raised.

The path towards improved living condi-
tions and greater opportunities for Gypsy
children should not lead to their ‘cultural
exile’ through the rejection of their group’s
ethno-cultural values. Yet, policies aiming at
‘integration’ which show littlie understanding
of or provision for cultural difference run this
very risk or, as 1s the case in the four countries

of this study, remain irrelevant to Gypsies
themselves.

The development of appropriate per-
spectives for change needs the active partici-
pation of both Gypsies and non-Gypsies.
Such perspectives would aim at enabling
Gypsy children to maintain their cultural ref-
erence system without necessarily rejecting
the dominant one. At present, implementa-
tion of the provisions of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child may
well represent the most effective stare for all
concerned governments in this long and by
no means easy process of change.
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INNOVATION AND CHANGE
IN GYPSY COMMUNITIES

ALAIN REYNIERS

Who are the Gypsies? Carefree wanderers liv-
ing close to nature with few material posses-
sions or responsibilities to tie them down, or
unreliable delinquents living in abject pov-
erty and squalor? These popular images, con-
trasting as they may be, are almost as old as
the Gypsies themselves and, surprisingly,
have hardly changed over the last five centu-
ries. Described in positive or negative terms,
Gypsies are still basically perceived as for-
eigners, unintegrated and different, and their
presence is always disturbing, at best unset-
tling, at worst offensive. And so deeply
engrained are these notions that it is not easy
to set them aside for an objective description
of their living situation.

Figures belie optimism, as the two preced-
ing chapters of this publication all too clearly
show, Concentrated in the poorest areas and
very often living in substandard accommoda-
tion, the situation of the Gypsies is even more
precarious than statistics can show. The high
percentage of young people - about half of the
Gypsy population is under 16 - should not
conceal the extremely low life expectancy lev-
els for Gypsies brought about by such factors
as poor hygienic conditions, undernutrition
and inadequate shelter from bad weather.

Gypsy communities are marginalized in
both western and eastern European societies.
Living on the edge, with no resources other
than their own ingenuity, many Gypsies have
become increasingly reliant on social welfare
benefits or on criminal activity for their sur-
vival.

Social and Economic Integration

The situation remains bleak for Gypsies
despite the numerous assimilation or integra-
tion programmes instituted since the end of
World War I1. In this context, how should we
approach the issues of change within Gypsy
communities and social dynamics in relation
to the larger society?

Gypsy communities are marginalized on
all fronts, suffering deepening disadvantage
that can only widen the gap which separates
them from non-Gypsy society. It 1s important
to note that the community is the back bone
of life for Gypsies. Offering refuge, emotional
security and solidarity, the community repre-
sents a fundamental and irreplaceable life
line for them. It is this sense of attachment
which enables Gypsies to find their place
both within their own ethnic social group and
in the larger society.

The social outlook of each family derives
from its own individual situation, though the
cultural foundations on which the commu-
nity rests are deeply rooted in a long and
shared history. Their values are based on
brotherhood, honour, respect and purity as
well as on a centuries-long collective experi-
ence of rejection. It is this unique cultural
heritage which underlies the relationships
that Gypsies establish with others. The fact
that this uniqueness is expressed in different
cultural and geographical contexts means
that a diversity of social situations exists.
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This diversity is particularly evident on the
level of income generation. Working inde-
pendently or employed by others, Gypsies
may be found among engineers, doctors,
economists, politicians, academics, members
of the armed forces, stall-keepers, scrap mer-
chants, beggars, and so on. Their position on
the social scale is therefore by no means

homogeneous. Many contribute to the gen-

eral wealth of their country, becoming
involved in culftural activities such as handi-
craft production which may begin from sim-
ple scrap-metal collection and finish with the
sale of a finished craft item. Bur basically,
income-generating activities are seen as the
means by which the family and community
can develop. Financial resources arising from

the practice of a trade are valued no more

Although many programmes have been instituted for Gypsy families, the situation remains bleak for Gypsy children.



than those which derive from other sources,
such as gambling activities, welfare benefits,
and so on. The primary purpose of money
within the Gypsy culture is to provide for the
group’s needs and to enable the community
to fulfill a series of social duties which under-
line and confirm its unique sense of collec-
tivity.

Gypsies’ involvement in the world
around them inevitably leads to their taking
on some of the cultural marks of the larger
society. Relations with non-Gypsy society are
essential for their economic activites; fami-
lies must therefore be inventive in develop-
ing activitics which to some extent enable
economic integration, but which nonetheless
allow them to maintain control of their own
destiny. ‘T'he choice of economic activitics
depends largely on the particular Gypsy com-
munity and its own cultural heritage; income-
generating enterprises traditionally practised
are favoured over others which may be con-
sidered degrading. Collective Incentive to
improve the quality of life of the community
1s equally important in determining the types
of work pursued. So too is the social and eco-
nomic context in which the Gypsy commu-
nity lives and operates: the economic struc-
ture  of the dominant society, legal
requirements for the practice of trades and
professions as well as non-Gypsy attitudes
are all factors in the choice of income-
generating activities.

As relations between (Gypsies and the
dominant society tend to be marked by
uncertainty and ambivalence, Gypsies have
inevitably developed a strong sense of adapt-
ability to changing situations.  Self-
employment, which gives immediate eco-
nomic gain and often requires less effore, is
overwhelmingly favoured. Working autono-
mously, Gypsies can decide when and who
they work with as well as what kinds of activ-
ities they carry out. This often leads them to
work in specific economic areas, especially
when supply and demand are irregular, when
they can provide goods and services more
flexibly than others or when they are the only
oncs able to offer those specialized goods and
services. Most of these activities call for con-

siderable mobility and a variety of individual
and collective skills. This is indeed the key
to their economic survival, allowing them to
adapt to changing economic circumstances.
T'his picture of economic life within the
Gypsy culture in Europe is as much a part of
their past as their present. This in itself illus-
trates how the continuation and evolution of
their culture 1s based on using and reusing
tried and tested economic strategies. It also
means that the issue of change within the
Gypsy culture must be approached with care.
Indeed, opportunities for change are
many and varied, but the way that this
change affects their potential earning power
is not necessarily the same in all parts of
Gypsy society. The stimulus for change can
come from within the community itself,
either by adapting to new circumstances or
by developing new socio-cultural perspec-
tives to replace others which have become
obsolete. Change can also be generated from
the outside, particularly by government
authorities. Change from within may result in
the community expressing its identity in new
and different ways, but it does not lead to
cultural transformation or upheaval. On the
other hand, change provoked by state inter-
vention can be strong enough to deeply alter
Gypsy society, though never to the point of
wiping it out. Change may affect the Gyp-
sies’ social organization and their relations,
particularly on an economic level, with the
dominant culture. Once again, as with all
other areas of Gypsy life, diversity is the key.
Social dynamics have to do with a cul-
ture’s past, its level of integration in local life,
and the kinds of interests expressed both in
the present and for the future. So too, our
experience of change and the dynamics
which bring about change vary enormously:
what may be a source of significant change in
one context may prove to be of very minor
importance in another. Integration policies
will be successful in one context and achieve
little in another. For this reason, it is neces-
sary to examine individual situations in order
to gradually build up a more comprehensive
view of this mult-faceted living culture.
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Change - freely chosen rather than imposed - is central to Gypsy cultural traditions.

France’s Settlement Policy

A housing policy for Gypsies was not
fully implemented in France unul the
mid-1960s. At that time, the housing situa-
tion varied a great deal, with little consist-
ency and much fragmentation in the options
available for Gypsy communities. Gypsy
groups who travelled, either regularly or for
part of the vear, usually opted for mobile
housing. Some families owned or rented a
piece of land, though it was often jeopardized
by municipal laws and regulations. While
travelling about, they sought stopping-places
in the centre of town or in the no-man’s land
of industrial areas. Many municipalities made
specific sites available for nomadic Gypsy
groups, but these generally provided very lit-
tle in the way of a decent and healthy envi-
ronment, nor were they usually situated close

to the town centre or to shops, schools,
administrative or health services.

The housing situation for sedentary
Gypsy populations was also very heterogene-
ous. Some families lived in well-kept cara-
vans while others had very old run-down
ones. Many Gypsies lived on wastelands, in
or next to rubbish tips, on left-over land. In
major southern towns and in the suburbs of
Paris, large slum areas developed where
former nomads, living sedentary life-styles,
crowded together with members of other eth-
nic minorities. Gypsy ghettos formed in the
poorest districts of many towns until local
authorities destroyed them or moved the
community out. In contrast, subsidized hous-
ing was available to many Gypsy families, but
rarely did it cater for the needs of former
nomads or the Gypsy sense of community.



The French State sees nomadism as the
main obstacle to ‘normal’ life for Gypsies.
Sedentary life is therefore pushed as the solu-
tion. Nonetheless, there is recognition by the
State of the need to make some provision for
committed itinerant Gypsies. The ministerial
circular of 20 February 1968 proposed the
development of two types of caravan sites
throughout the national territory: “transit
sites” and “residential sites”, The first cate-
gory was reserved for genuine itinerants; sites
therefore had to satisfy local authorities as far
as law and order was concerned, since “see-
ing as halting has been authorized on an offi-
cially designated site, it may be prohibited on
any other municipal land”.

Residential sites were expected to ‘train’
Gypsies in sedentary life. The period of stay
“during which nomads will get used to living
on one site for several months and to carrying
out a trade” was not to be limited. These
sites were designed for more than 60 cara-
vans, and were divided into various sections
to allow for ethnic and socio-professional
groupings. They were to be located near
towns, not far from schools, shops and areas
offering possibilities for work. Shopping cen-
tres could be built on or near sites if there
were none in the vicinity; buildings would be
provided for medical, social, educational and
recreational purposes; and there would be a
permanent team of social-workers and teach-
ers as well as a caretaker on larger sites.

The national government’s intention was
to involve local government in the financing
and management of caravan sites. However,
as direcuives were recommendatory rather
than binding, local authorities, anxious for
the support of their voters, very often did lit-
tle to organize such accommodation for their
Gypsy communities. Sites were generally
located in 1isolated, polluted and squalid
areas, were often overcrowded and nonethe-
less gave no long-term security.

The economic and social effects of these
residential sites on Gypsy communities have
been the subject of many research studies (see
for example Bizeul 1987; Guy, 1991; Lacroix
and Gouttefarde, 1990; Rathiers, 1987,
Reyniers, 1986). It is therefore possible to

understand what kind of changes these assim-
ilation attempts have brought about in Gyp-
sies’ life-style and customs.

Prolonged periods of stay, whenever pos-
sible, were common on residential sites,
extending from a few hours to several
months, even to years. The fact that transit
sites were generally closed down when a res-
idential site opened could not fully account
for the extent of use that Gypsy communities
made of these sites. Other factors contributed
to making residential sites a satisfactory
option.

Permanent settlement on a site enabled
Gypsies to answer new consumerist demands
developing within the non-Gypsy society.
New ways of conducting commercial activi-
ties appeared, including handicraft exhibi-
tions, and advertising services in the local and
specialized press. Door-to-door sales were no
longer the only option; the ‘pedlar’ (some-
times both spouses) was able to cover much
wider areas by car, visiting customers and
running market-stalls, knowing that the fam-
ily was safe in their caravan on the site. There
was no longer the daily threat of eviction, and
often the presence of an on-site education
team meant that schooling was taken care of,
Many families who were 1nitially reluctant to
settle on sites progressively made more use
of them as stopping-points on their travels,
particularly because of the security they
offered, the protection they provided in win-
ter and the commercial opportunities they
presented.

Concentrations of very diverse popula-
tions on single sites over long periods of time
led to some reshaping of family groupings,
more on the basis of socio-economic criteria
than on ethnic lines as in the past. Finally,
the possibility of obtaining various services
on the site on a relatively permanent basis
meant that Gypsies flocked to receive social
welfare benefits; as a result, social workers
were monopolized by a few families and
Gypsies gave full vent to their frustrations.

In such closed and artificial places as res-
idential caravan sites, relations between Gyp-
sies and non-Gypsy institutions are often
stamped with exasperation. The accord antic-
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ipated between the authorities’ global design
and the wishes of the nomads has not come
about. There have been examples of both
fruitful collaboration and of violent clashes.
Most of the time, site residents respond to
social workers’ initiatives by avoiding them
or running away. This often leads to a feeling
among social workers of being toys for those
they are supposed to ‘educate’. Furthermore,
it is by no means an exaggeration to say that
sites have been appropriated by individual
family groups, or at times by one particular
trade or by one religious group.

On the whole, however, Gypsy communi-
ties have adapted the sites to their needs as
nomadic travellers rather than accepted a
sedentary life. This has slowly forced policy-
makers and supporters to pay attention to les-
sons taught by experience, with the result
that government authorities are slowly begin-
ning to take the ‘nomadic’ way of life into
account in their planning. Thus, the ministe-
rial circular of 16 May 1976 specifically states
that sites should preferably be limited to 15
caravans. Another circular, dated 10 July
1980, recommends a maximum site capacity
of 20 caravans. It also makes a proposal that
residential sites be inserted in an overall
regional plan for site development drawn up
on the basis of a study done on the number of
transit sites required in each area. A more
recent circular of 7 February 1985 stresses the
importance of consultation with Gypsies and
their representatives: sites should be adapted
to their way of life and activities. Finally, the
law of 31 May 1990 on housing for the needy
makes it legally binding for townships of
more than 5,000 inhabitants to provide for
the transitting and residence needs of Gyp-
sies through the allocation of specific land.

This new recognition and promotion of
the ‘nomadic’ life-style does not necessarily
respond to the needs of those considered as
such. It is very likely that many Gypsies will
have to develop new adaptation strategies in
response to government directives. Yet, the
establishment and use of serviced caravan
sites has by no means weakened the Gypsy
identity; on the contrary, it has prompted an
evolution in values and life-style whose

effects are felt within the dominant society as
well. Gypsy families have adopted new ways
of living as well as new activities. This, in
turn, has brought about changes in their cus-
toms and social organization; marriage is one
such area where choices may be different to
those of the past. Longer periods of stay on
residential sites has not led to the significant
and decisive entry into the wage-earning sys-
tem as authorities had hoped.

Gypsy families have generally adopted a
selective attitude in relation to integration
incentives according to their own aims and
interests: social-welfare services, such as
maternity and child health-care programmes,
have generally been accepted whereas
schooling and professional training initiatives
have been received with great reluctance.
The residential sites, intended as an instru-
ment of sedentarization and thus of assimila-
tion, have instead become anchoring points
in their work circuit, providing even firmer
foundations for their autonomous approach to
income-generation. This has been the case
both for genuine nomadic groups and for
those who have begun on the route to a sed-
entary life-style.

Eastern Europe: The Emergence
of a Political Identity

The majority of Gypsies live in central
and eastern Europe in widely varying situa-
tions. The Communist period saw both the
emergence of a middle-class of Gypsy intel-
lectuals and the emergence of a proletarian
labour force in the large industrial and agri-
cultural centres of the region. In Romania,
Gypsies were among the first to willingly join
the large collective state farms. Some
attained positions of responsibility within
these structures, others made their way up
the administration ladder, and still others
made progress in the Communist Party hier-
archy. Gypsy schools opened up in Bulgaria,
and Gypsies actively participated in all areas
of the economy as well as in Parliament. In
Hungary, legal measures were taken in the
1950s to facilitate the integration of Gypsies,
particularly in the fields of housing and
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labour. In Czechoslovakia, a state programme
was instituted to transfer Slovak Gypsies to
areas recovered from Germany. Employment
and accommodation were guaranteed, yet
many chose to return to their region of origin.

The politics of the Communist regimes
in relation to Gypsies were marked with
ambivalence. While on the one hand Gypsy
social mobility was promoted, authorities
generally failed to recognize the positive
aspects of traditional Gypsy culture and orga-
nization. Their flexibility in economic activi-
ties was ignored, as was the collective nature
of Gypsy social life. Nomadism was discour-
aged in nearly all parts of the region. The
Gypsy culture did not meet the Stalinist cri-
teria for ethnic recognition: with no written
language, different customs, the lack of a uni-
fied territory or political organization and no
economy of its own, the Gypsy culture was
considered a relic of the past, a reminder of
humanity’s early, primitive state. In this line
of thinking, material poverty endured by
Gypsies would disappear with their integra-
tion into the Socialist system.

Finally, the Communist regimes neglected
the importance of the effects of discrimination
against people of different ethnic groups, par-
ticularly in the labour market. Gypsies living
in villages, often for decades, were stigma-
tized for practising traditional nomadic hand-
icrafts and trades. Those who managed to
enter the wage-earning system usually had to
settle for the most under-qualified, badly-
paid and least-valued positions, such as in the
mines, garbage-collecting, farm labouring,
and so on. Many nomadic Gypsies were
forced to sedentarize in locations specifically
allocated to them, most of which were unsuit-
able to their way of life. They were seen by
their neighbours in these areas as unassimila-
ble foreigners.

The current economic crisis throughout
the region will make it even more difficult for
Gypsies to improve their economic and social
position. The label of ‘Gypsy’ is often
equated with antisocial behaviour, with
repercussions most concretely feltin discrim-
ination on the labour market. Social welfare
assistance for the disadvantaged is commonly

viewed as an unjustified material privilege.
And accusations of parasitism lie just beneath
the surface.

In such conditions, it is not surprising
that many Gypsies who have integrated
socially into the larger society closet their
own cultural identity. Various censuses illus-
trate this tendency. The 1956 census in
Romania registered 104,216 Gypsies. In
1966, the figure dropped to 64,197, and rose
again to 229,986 in 1977. The 1992 census
gave a total of 409,723 Gypsies, but, accord-
ing to official sources, a more accurate figure
would be three times higher.

Nonetheless, Gypsies have managed to
preserve a sense of their own cultural life-
style, distinct in some fundamentally signifi-
cant ways from that of the dominant society.
In northern Hungary, for example, the proc-
ess of integration into the wage-earning econ-
omy threatened the sense of community
cohesion among the Gypsies. They respond-
ed by setting up a horse-trading business on
the side, outside the control of the authori-
ties.

Income from this activity is used to cover
various celebration expenses, thereby con-
tributing to the development of the commu-
nity. This has also meant that wages from
their salaried work can be used for each indi-
vidual family’s well-being. This objective
change in their social and economic structure,
resulting from the abandonment of nomad-
ism for salaried jobs, has not therefore led to
the assimilation of Gypsies into the Hungar-
ian proletarian class. The standard of living
has risen for the individual families, but this
has not greatly affected the community as a
whole as its collective spirit is maintained
through its own economic practices.

The Gypsy community of Miskolo, Hun-
gary’s second-largest city, offers an example
of group cohesion of quite a different nature.
This community rejected a rehousing project
imposed by local authorities, and proceeded
to set up an “Anti-Ghetto Movement” with a
group of non-Gypsy Hungarian intellectuals.
Mouvated by strategy and belief, the move-
ment was open to dealing with various prob-
lems concerning the disadvantaged, not only



those particularly affecting the Gypsies. In an
openly racist environment, the Anti-Ghetto
Movement’s initiative contributed to devel-
oping local democracy; strategies to achieve
results ranged from political confrontation to
more traditional collective decision-making.

While certainly innovative, this kind of
open resistance to enforced marginalization
by public authorities is not unusual. In west-
ern European countries, many Gypsy groups
have fought to uphold their unique culture
and life-style by demanding halting sites, the
end of harassment by local administrations
and police, and the simplification of formali-
ties for practising trades.

In eastern European countries, an overt
Gypsy political position developed earlier
and has gained more ground than in western
Europe. Sometimes acting against the State,
at other umes with its consent or at its initia-
tive, the middle-class of Gypsy intellectuals
has sought to develop its own set of cultural
instruments. Newspapers, for instance, have
been created. A cultural association of Hun-
garian Gypsies was set up in 1958; this was
later followed by the establishment of a
Gypsy Council and a Culcural Gypsy Federa-
ton in 1986. In 1963, a Gypsy educational
and cultural association was set up in Tarnow,
in the south-west of Poland, upon the initia-
tive of local authorities. The Cultural Union
of Rom Gypsies of Slovakia was founded in
1968, followed the year after by the creation
of the Union of Rom Gypsies of the Czech
Republic. Both of these associations were
dissolved by the Communist Party in 1973,
on the pretext that Gypsies do not have the
status of a national minority. In Yugoslavia,
the 1971 census first sparked a sense of
national awareness among Gypsies. As early
as 1976, Rom-Gypsies sought to achieve offi-
cial recognition as a national minority within
the Federation. In 1985, minority status was
granted to Gypsies by the Republic of
Bosnia-Herzegovin; Macedonia granted it
seven years later. With the fall of the Com-
munist regimes, other Gypsy communities,
such as in Slovakia and Romania, have also
attained minority status.

Conclusion

Gypsies do not live in isolation from the
societies that surround them. Even though
they may manage to some extent to avoid the
influence of the larger society, they cannot
ignore the fact that it is the non-Gypsies who
institute global political schemes, determine
how natural resources should be exploited
and, therefore, how the entire labour process
should be organized. Within this context, it is
important that a collective response be devel-
oped, so that change is not experienced by
Gypsies as a threat to their culture but as an
affirmation of their identity and uniqueness
in the global society. The strength of the
Gypsies lies in their ability to adapt to cul-
tural change, even though this may be with
some reluctance.

Does change have a meaning for Gyp-
sies? It would seem, especially in light of
these considerations, that change - or rather
the ability to adapt to new and often restric-
tive living conditions - without losing com-
munity cohesion, lies at the heart of the
Gypsy culture. Change should not be per-
ceived as a process of collective dissolution
into the global society, even though there
have been situations of this nature. Finally,
the role of public authorities in facilitating
change in support of Gypsy communities
needs to be stressed, as they represent one of
the most powerful means either for social
development or stagnation.
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