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In second half of 2011, the Bulgarian Council of Ministers adopted the National Strategy
of the Republic of Bulgaria for Roma Integration (NRIS) and its Action Plan on 21
December 2011. Following the request of Roma NGOs, the Strategy was proposed to the
Parliament and approved by a Decision of the Parliament on 1 March 2012. In this way, the
NRIS became the first Roma integration document in Bulgaria approved by Parliament.

The overall assessment of Roma NGOs about the NRIS is that it was a step forward: it demonstrated
political will for putting Roma integration higher on the agenda of the Bulgarian Government and
defined a proper strategic approach and direction for action.
At the same time, the Strategy did not propose any change to the institutional infrastructure for Roma
integration or to the monitoring and evaluation mechanisms that had proved inefficient in previous
years.
The added value of the Action Plan was limited by a lack of financial backup for most of its activities
and an absence of new activities that would be different from the ones performed at present.
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GOVERNANCE AND OVERALL POLICY
FRAMEWORK

Representing the interests of Roma in the Parliament
All Roma who have reached the age of 18, are Bulgarian citizens, and have not been placed under
any form of individual injunction or imprisonment may vote and be elected.
The difficulties encountered by Roma in voting are mainly related to the fact that mainstream
political parties neglect actual Roma participation in political life and to the attempts by part of
the political elite to control and buy the Roma vote.
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This trend continues in the programming period 2014-2020. Bulgaria has earmarked 142 million EUR from
ESF for thematic objective 9ii “Support of socio-economic integration of marginalised
communities such as the Roma” and has already launched a number of Roma-targeted
operations under two ESF-funded OPs: Science and Education for Smart Growth Operational Programme
(SESG OP) & Human Resources Development Operational Programme (HRD OP).
In addition, funds are envisaged for social housing in the urban cities within Regions in Growth OP.
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Policies towards the Roma as a vulnerable group
Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP) implements four programmes targeting socially
vulnerable groups, including Roma.
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Policies and measures addressing specific needs of Roma women, children and youth
According to various researchers there are over 28 different Roma groups in Bulgaria.
In general, the Roma communities can be divided into three types: modern, traditional, and
conservative.
The problems of Roma women are different in each of these three groups.
Most media and institutions in the field of child protection and social assistance lack an
understanding of these differences. They usually consider the patriarchal habits of the most
conservative groups as typical for all Roma, or even as an “essential part of Roma identity” and use
this as an “excuse” for not reacting to situations.
The lack of a properly tailored approach is one of the main reasons for the inefficiency of the modest
activities directed at Romani women and youth.

GOVERNANCE AND OVERALL POLICY
FRAMEWORK

In socioeconomic terms, Roma women in Bulgaria face a disadvantaged situation compared to
non-Roma women and to Roma men. They encounter double discrimination as Roma and as
women. This applies fully to the women from conservative and traditional groups. At the same
time, with the advance of modernisation, Romani women are advancing in their education and
social realization, although they continue to face certain external barriers (such as anti-Roma
discrimination, lower pay, etc.). Romani women from modernised families or groups participate
on an equal basis with Roma men in the various processes of Roma integration (including
consultations, working groups, various forums, sessions, etc.).
This does not apply to the traditional or especially to the conservative Roma groups.
The specific problems of Romani women are not targeted by specific measures or programmes.
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In conclusion :
1.The present Roma integration approach of institutions and private donors is inefficient and
ineffective because it imposes certain social problems that characterize some Roma families and subgroups as representative of all Roma and mixes socioeconomic problems with ethno-cultural ones.
The approach pre-defines a “topdown” implementation of policies, which locally opens the door to
the inefficient use of funds and boosts stereotypes about Roma as both “problematic people” and a
“privileged group”.
2. With regard to the political (non-)participation of Roma there is a lack of consensus among Roma
activists and social scientists alike. It is not clear what would be better: A single Roma party,
mainstream parties with Roma on the ballots, or coalitions between Roma parties and mainstream
parties. There is no consensus about majoritarian-proportional voting or about the minority quotas
in the Parliament and local councils, etc.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

Implementing the Racial Equality Directive
The Protection against Discrimination Act (PDA) fully transposes the Racial Equality Directive and
in practice its provisions have been implemented in Bulgaria during the last 10 years through the
Commission for Protection against Discrimination (CPD).
The CPD is accredited as a National Human Rights Body under the United Nations Paris Principles.
It also serves the function of a national hate crimes contact point at the Office for Democratic
Institutions and Human Rights of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

However, the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) has criticized
Bulgaria for implementing its recommendations only in part. ECRI recommended that the
Bulgarian CPD publish information about discrimination in all the languages used in the
country and disseminate it widely. Booklets about the PDA are only available in Bulgarian.
There is no practice in Bulgaria of publishing any documents in Romanes or other languages
except Bulgarian (and English in some cases).
At state level there is no system for supporting and assisting Roma to file complaints and ask for
legal aid. This is an obvious gap with regard to the lower educational attainments of many Roma
(and Turks) as well as the language barrier.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

Educational and residential segregation
According to the FRA and the 2016 Education and Training Monitor for Bulgaria, 26% of Roma
children receive education in segregated circumstances. Furthermore, 50% of the students in
special schools are Roma. Many Roma parents are motivated to enrol their children in special
schools, which provide the pupils with food or clothing. At the same time we, however, observe
an increase of the share of Roma children attending special schools – recent reports indicate
that less than 10% of all Roma pupils are enrolled in special education. Despite this trend,
Roma pupils remain segregated in the educational system: the FRA survey from 2016 indicated
that 60% of Roma students receive education in schools where all or most students are
Roma.The creation of separate classes based on ethnicity is prohibited by law, but monitoring
remains challenging as no data about ethnicity are collected.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

The implementation of the policies for desegregation is stagnating because of certain factors :
- the lack of public support: many types of targeted support for Roma students, especially if they are
not well-framed or communicated, could encounter resistance;
- the absence of consensus about the activities that a desegregation project should include.
- the introduction of delegated school budgets (based on per-capita financing) in the education
system has practically cut off the possibility of appointing additional non-teaching staff, and the
recruitment process in schools could not develop to a degree that would allow schools to apply the
individualized approach to this work that is dreamed of by many Bulgarians.
- the lack of political commitment for desegregation at local level.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

Forced evictions
According to experts, at least one quarter of all houses in segregated Roma neighbourhoods were
built illegally. According to the NSI data from the latest housing census in Bulgaria, ethnic Bulgarians
had an average of 23.2 square meters of living space per person, while Roma had only 10.6 square
meters, and almost half of the Roma-inhabited houses had no sewage system.
Currently, local authorities are hardly taking action to legalise houses in Roma neighbourhoods,
although some of these do already meet the official requirements.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

The amendments to the Spatial Development Act adopted in October 2012 have been
insufficiently used. Nevertheless, local government is not powerless. A great deal depends on
the political will and purposefulness of mayors and councils - from the regulation of the
neighbourhoods to the provision of suitable land.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

The Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works (MRDPW) is the lead institution responsible
for the implementation of the housing conditions priority under the National Roma Integration Strategy.

However, the monitoring reports on the implementation of the National Roma Integration Strategy
document a lack of significant progress in meeting the targets set, especially on improving housing
conditions. This is noted both in the evaluation reports of the European Commission and in the
alternative monitoring reports developed by NGOs, according to which the progress of the NRIS on this
priority is the weakest.

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

At present in Bulgaria there are only rules for the removal of illegal buildings, but there are no rules for
the protection of those affected to protect their basic right to adequate housing. The removal of mainly
Roma-inhabited houses is not preceded by any discussion of possible reasonable alternatives, and the
affected families are not offered adequate alternative accommodation. This has serious consequences
for the families affected. They cannot register at a new permanent address as they are homeless, which
deprives them of access to certain public services (however, not having impact on children’s access to
schooling).

ANTIDISCRIMINATION

Discriminatory behaviour by police, misconduct by prosecutors or courts
Unfortunately, cases of unjustified police violence against citizens (not just Roma, but particularly
characteristic in regard to Roma) in the past few years have not diminished but seem to have somewhat
increased. However, there is no general statistical information available about crimes committed by
police officers.
It is well known that no statistical data are collected about the ethnic origin of crime victims in
Bulgaria. However, from many empirical observations it is almost certain that the percentage of police
violence against Roma and police failure to uphold the rights of detained Roma is higher than average.
The media also report a number of cases in which police abuse their power.
The 2017 Human Rights Report by the US State Department also noted that social intolerance towards
the Roma minority remains one of Bulgaria’s most urgent human rights issues. Other reports on human
rights issues in Bulgaria document cases of police violence, severe conditions in prisons, and
postponements and delays by the judiciary.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

Undoubtedly the most serious regression in the field of human rights in 2016 and 2017 was the intensification
of public incitement to hatred, the violent discriminatory acts, and the public debate in Bulgaria about the
problems of integration of minorities and in articular of Roma. The spread of racist incitement by social
networks and the media, including on television channels with high ratings, the use of highly offensive
speech against Roma, and the organisation of various public manifestations by racist groups - anti-Roma
rallies and protests around Roma neighbourhoods - happened on an unprecedented scale.
Since the beginning of 2016 we have witnessed cases of civilians taking matters into their own hands through
vigilantism that has received extensive media coverage and considerable public support.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

Institutional settings for fighting discrimination and addressing antigypsyism
The Bulgarian NRIS recognizes the existence of intolerance, hate speech, prejudices and stereotypes towards Roma and
states measures for overcoming these, but without considering antigypsyism a root cause of Roma exclusion. The
Strategy does not include the term “antigypsyism” but references “manifestations of intolerance and hate speech”.
Existing national mechanisms for fighting discrimination (including antigypsyism) : Criminal Code, in which such
acts are criminalised;Protection against Discrimination Act - through a procedure before the Commission for the
Protection against Discrimination and/or a judicial procedure for protection against discrimination; Ombudsman,
who has wide powers to refer cases to the judicial authorities to protect victims.
It is important to explain that these legislative acts and institutions are not established with the main aim of coping
with antigypsyism, which falls within their responsibilities as a form of discrimination or as a motive of crimes and
human rights abuses.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

Countering hate crime and hate speech against Roma, and antigypsyist rhetoric of politicians, public
figures and media
In recent years Bulgarian society has faced a steadily-increasing level of aggression and deepening discriminatory
attitudes, periodically manifested in various forms of physical violence, including xenophobia and racism, and
based on widespread hate speech. There is no clear, adequate official response in cases where Roma are abused
because of their origin.
Bulgarian authorities do not investigate hate crimes in an effective, timey way - they are often not even registered
as having happened. Bulgaria continues to be on the list of countries who do not keep records of hate crimes
despite the norms established under Article 162 and Article 163 of the Criminal Code and despite the
recommendations of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and the Council of
Europe about the necessity of effective convictions for such crimes, none such are registered.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

The regression in the field of human rights protection has strengthened, deepened, and even
increased manifestations of vigilantism. The Roma community does not enjoy collective rights,
but a large part of Bulgarian society and the media want the consequences and responsibility for
individual offences committed by individual Bulgarian Roma people to be shared by the entire
Roma community. Of course, this is contrary to law and justice in general. However, where a
crime is committed by an ethnic Bulgarian, the public discourse is quite different, and the ethnic
origin of the perpetrator is not even mentioned.
Despite the non-existence of statistics or official terminology in the normative framework of the
provisory authorities about the ethnicity of perpetrators, undefined concepts such as “Roma
crime”, “Gypsy vandalism”, “Roma domestic crime”, etc. are in permanent use by the authorities.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

Taking into account the above-mentioned facts and data, it should be noted that antigypsyism, as a concept, is
neither distinguished nor understood as involving a process of its own; it is often equated with the processes of
discrimination and institutional racism or, rather, as a simple process of not accepting the Roma.
Officials, judges, and prosecutors in Bulgaria are not familiar with the characteristics of antigypsyism, nor are
they familiar with the main characteristics of the Roma communities. Certain trainings on this are organised
within projects financed by the EEA/Norwegian financial mechanism and other programmes, but they reach few
participants and usually are short-term.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

Hate speech against Roma has also marked a huge increase during the last several years. When it
comes to the alarmingly-growing intolerance of those who are “different”, Roma are the main target
of racism and hatred in 92% of cases, according to a nationally representative study by the Open
Society Institute done in May 2016. Muslims, Turks, homosexuals, and foreigners are the next most
frequent targets of hate speech in Bulgaria. Over the last two years, the proportion of respondents
who have heard statements of disapproval, hatred or aggression against Muslims has grown almost
fourfold: from 10.6% in 2014 to 39 % at present. Television continues to be the most influential media
associated with the spread of hate speech. Interactions in stores, pubs, public transport and the
workplace play a big role in this respect as well. In the traditional media there is a growing approval
for the use of expressions that contain extreme nationalism and hate speech against Roma and
migrants, according to the study.

ADDRESSING ANTIGYPSYISM

Simultaneously with this tendency, another dangerous trend is obvious: many politicians (not only
from ultra-nationalist parties but even from the so-called “reformists and democrats”) openly use
hate speech towards Roma. It is striking that the state constantly seeks ways to downplay, justify, and
rename opinions involving extremely discriminatory, xenophobic content expressed in the public
domain. Abusing the notion of freedom of speech by instituting clear xenophobia and ethnic
intolerance bordering on obvious hatred is not uncommon. The following facts confirm these
conclusions, which are drawn from the inconsistent, contradictory practices of the courts, the
prosecutor's offices, the Office of the Ombudsman, and the Commission for the Protection against
Discrimination in the process of applying the relevant legislation.

IMPACT OF MAINDREAM EDUCATION
POLICIES ON ROMA
Access to quality early childhood education and care services, especially kindergarten
The Pre-school and School Education Act states that “Pre-primary education is
compulsory from the school year in which the child turns five” (Article 8, para. 1). Despite the foreseen
requirement,
the
real
national
attendance
of
pre-primary
education
is low and has even slightly worsened in the past three years. According to the National
Statistical Institute, the net enrolment rate in pre-primary education in 2016/2017 is
down to 79.4%, i.e., every fifth Bulgarian child is not enrolled. The trend is downward
since 2013/2014, as follows:

IMPACT OF MAINDREAM EDUCATION
POLICIES ON ROMA

The existence of financial barriers, e.g., fees and such, can be identified as one of the main reasons
for the lower enrolment in pre-school education by children from the Roma community and other
vulnerable groups.
The lack of kindergartens is also an obstacle to the higher enrolment of Roma children, but only in
some urban municipalities and Roma districts.
The lack of an intercultural perspective and modern teaching methods that take the specifics of
Roma children and parents into account forms another serious challenge regarding access to quality
pre-school education by Roma. Almost no teachers have even a limited knowledge of basic Romani
or Turkish words, although many Roma and Turkish children do not speak Bulgarian. The
curriculum is centred only on the culture and traditions of ethnic Bulgarians.

IMPACT OF MAINDREAM EDUCATION
POLICIES ON ROMA

Targeting disadvantaged schools
Two groups of schools in Bulgaria can be identified as “vulnerable”:
- Schools in small settlements: We use the concept of “small settlements” as meaning villages and towns
where there is just one school or no functioning school.
- Schools with a predominant percentage of Roma students: in the majority of cases, the quality of
education in them is lower.
The Pre-school and School Education Act and its subsequent reforms have a bidirectional impact on
vulnerable schools.

IMPACT OF MAINDREAM EDUCATION
POLICIES ON ROMA

Target policies for women and children
The target policies for children set out in the Municipal Action Plan are focused on the
priorities of Education, Health, Employment and Social Inclusion, and Culture, Sports and
Media. The target policies for women are focused on the Health priority. It is noteworthy
that the Municipal Action Plan does not have a gender-sensitive approach. It does not
offer gender policies to empower and promote Roma or other socially vulnerable groups
of women in their development. This should be a priority given that Roma women are
often placed in multiple discrimination situations both by their community and by the
society as a whole. This omission also reflects the local municipal leaders’ mind-sets, who see Roma
women
mainly
in
their
position
as
“mothers”
and
their
problems
as
mostly related to their reproductive health.

SUMMARY

The overall political context for Roma integration has encountered controversial developments recently.
The period of 2016-2017 marked the full collapse of the legitimacy of both the NRCP and the National
Council for Cooperation on Ethnic and Integration Issues (NCCEII), which have been fully abandoned
by the Roma NGOs and cannot implement their consultative and coordination roles. The policy
dialogue between the Government and the Roma organisations is not terminated but occurs through
other consultative formats (such as the Monitoring Committees of the EU co-funded Operational
Programmes) and direct dialogue between NGOs and institutions.
The usage of EU funds for Roma inclusion has increased significantly during this period. Combined
with absent or low state budget investment and the crises of the NCCEII, this has gradually converted
the use of these funds from technical means to ones that combine policy design and policy
implementation.
Bulgaria has a relatively well-developed legislative and institutional framework for protection against
discrimination and respecting individual human rights. The Protection against Discrimination Act fully
transposes the Racial Equality Directive and, practically speaking, its provisions have been implemented
in Bulgaria during the last 10 years through the practice of the Commission for Protection against
Discrimination (CPD).

YOUTH GUARANTEE AND ROMA

Across Europe, in different respects, the situation of Roma is more challenging than that of non-Roma. In the area
of education, almost twice as many Roma at the age of 16 (56 percent) left school compared to non-Roma living
nearby who left school at the same age (29 percent)34. On average, 17 percent of Roma across 11 EU member states35
never went to school (versus 2 percent of non-Roma living nearby).36 Across these 11 EU member states, 87 percent
of Roma are at risk of poverty versus 46 percent of non-Roma living nearby who are at such a risk.
One of the priorities and focuses of Bulgaria’s YG national plan is the encouragement of participation of particularly
vulnerable youth in the NEET situation, such as Roma. The overall employment situation of Roma in Bulgaria
needs improvements. According to Bulgaria’s National Roma Integration Plan, Roma people have been historically
at labor disadvantage because of structural changes that have been taking place in Bulgaria, including changes in
the country’s macroeconomy after the end of communism, leading to persistent high unemployment and lowincome jobs among Roma38. Experts in the area of Roma education also claim that despite the increasing number
of policy documents on Roma integration, the overall conditions of Roma have been deteriorating.

The high NEET rate among Roma
youth in Bulgaria coincides with a
trend among some Roma youth to
drop out of the education system – a
process making their activation even
more difficult.
А main challenge for the institutions
responsible for the implementation of
the YG in Bulgaria as one of the EU
countries with strong Roma presence
is to find ways to activate low-skilled
Roma
lacking
education
or
transitioning from school to work.

Labour market diversity is highly dependent on
the inclusion and labour market
participation of workers from different social
groups. Inclusion in the labour market
is dependent on the level of discrimination
towards workers and the tolerance
of different social groups.

SUMMARY

The growth of antigypsyism is one of the biggest obstacles facing the NRIS implementation. Bulgaria has
an institutional and legislative system in place to guarantee and protect human rights according to the
requirements of European and international legislation, but there is no effective application of these
legal mechanisms. This does not stop the growth of antigypsyism.
The field of education marks the area of the most significant advance in NRIS implementation. The
developments in mainstream education policy and the political attention on ensuring full attendance in
pre-school and primary school education (which became a top-priority for the current government) are
among the main reasons for the advance of educational integration.
The attendance of Roma children in pre-school education has increased but still is below average. The
existence of financial barriers (e.g., kindergarten fees), the lack of an intercultural perspective, and the
lack of modern teaching methods that take into account the specifics of Roma children and parents form
the most serious challenges regarding their access to quality pre-school education.
A significant advance has been achieved regarding the enrolment of Roma in primary school and
reducing the dropout rate. Certain challenges remain, especially in ensuring enrolment into secondary
schools (grade 8-12) and developing of education in rural areas.

Success Stories

The project “Roma inclusion in Montana Municipality – a comprehensive approach” complies with the Action Plan
of Montana Municipality for support of the integration ploicies 2015 - 2020. (Health and Education for All
Programme) - http://www.zovprogramme.bg/en. Municiplaities in North Bulgaria (Vetovo & Borovo) are also a
part of this program.

Be the Change! Youth Exchange for Young Entrepreneurs - was funded by the Erasmus Plus Program of the
European Commission and was organized by Centre Amalipe Bulgaria in partnership with Roma Entrepreneurship
Development Initiative – REDI (Romania, Serbia and North Macedonia), Balkan Youth Activism – Albania, Centre
for Common Interest – Czechia and Diverse Youth Network – Hungary.
Roma Inclusion Ambassadors Group – RIAG
ЕЕA & Norway Grants : Education – prevention of early dropout; Roma students at University – special program
for medical students; health – health mediators; health – social centers; police: prevention of domestic violence,
early marriages; work with parents and communities
Bulgarian –Swiss Cooperation Program – Home Care for Elderly People Project – www.home-care.bg
Trust for Social Alternative – targeting on housing issues

Sources :

“Civil Monitoring Report on Implementation of the National Roma Integration Strategy in Bulgaria (Focusing on
structural and horizontal preconditions for successful implementation of the strategy)”, March 2018
“Assessing the access to and takeup of the youth guarantee measures by Roma Youth in Bulgaria, Center for the
Study of Democracy, 2019

