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Inadequate knowledge about the lifestyle and
living conditions of the Roma

First, it is important to emphasise or to repeat the follow-
ing: It is necessary to be well acquainted with the Roma and
their lifestyle to help them. Thus, every study and every action to
improve the quality of their lives must take into account the so-
cial, economic and cultural aspects of their numerous problems
and the unknown nature of their status, especially in Croatian
society. Even though a number of (social science) studies
have been conducted, we still do not know the Roma pop-
ulation well.1

What are the direct consequences of lack of good in-
sight?
• Inevitably activities on the part of the state (and civil

associations that deal with the identification and solv-
ing of problems, which, among other things, afflicts the
Roma) as well as those joint activities with (a number)
of Romani associations, do not succeed or do not suc-
ceed in the expected way because they were not ade-
quately prepared;

• In addition, it is not impossible that particular activi-
ties undertaken with the best intentions cause more
harm than good because the possible as well as the un-
expected consequences were not foreseen in the prepara-
tory stages.

Besides knowing the circumstances well, it is impor-
tant to mutually agree on the steps of development with
the respective population from the beginning. Namely,
many studies and development project analyses in smaller
societies or communities (just like rural) have shown that
progress was more successful in those places where the lo-
cal population was included from the very beginning. These per-
sons know what to expect in the long-term from particular ac-
tivities or projects as well as the nature and extent of their role
in them.
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Identification

Research of the Roma in Croatia is hindered by the fact
that a significant number of persons that belong to this
national minority declare themselves as non-Roma at cen-
suses. In 2001 census, their official number was 9,463. Ac-
cording to census data, somewhat more than 50% of
Roma live in only two counties (County of Me|imurje
and the City of Zagreb), while their number is insignifi-
cant in nine counties. Out of all national groups in
Croatia, in the period 1991–2001 the Roma had the largest
growth rate. The sample in this study was to a great extent
adjusted to this “census situation”.
1. The Roma are the most nomadic people among the

peoples of Europe. However, their greater attachment
to space can be noted, and today they are less nomadic
compared to recent times. Their social organisation has
always been based on the family and in this way they
significantly differ from other nomadic groups. Today,
there are more Roma that are sedentary than those
without addresses. The process of becoming sedentary
is also at work in Croatia. The Roma are not a unique
group since they differ in many ways. Unfortunately,
research of the Roma in Croatia, in this sense, has not
been carried out so we can only guess the differences.
More of them permanently live in settlements and
houses (barracks, huts) or flats.

2. It is often thought that the “nomadic” component of
Romani identity facilitates their movement from place
to place even when there is no special reason for this.
However, results from this study show that they are
very attached to spaces and that their eventual spatial
aspirations are not far from their present locations.
This finding directly shows that (for different reasons)
the relocation of the Roma is an extremely traumatic
experience and that it would be worthwhile to prevent
the beginning of new wild “Romani settlements”.

3. The traditional socio-cultural identity of the Roma is
fading so the Roma are to a large extent socially identi-
fied and presented through negative features or defi-
ciencies: such as poverty and threat. In a society ori-
ented towards multiculturality and encouragement an
equal Other, deficiencies and absences cannot be the
long-term basis of identity differences that the subjec-
tivity of the group is based on. There is more potential
if the basis of their identification depends on the exist-
ing components of their cultural heritage for the shap-
ing of a recognisable socio-cultural profile of the Roma
as well as the revitalisation of their social identity.458



4. The transition period did not favour the Roma popula-
tion. Moreover, it is clear that the Roma did not reap
any benefits from privatisation or ownership restitu-
tion. Similarly, the fiscal problems of the post-socialist
state reduced public funds for construction or the
maintenance of council housing, and we know that a
part of the Roma population live in council housing.

5. Political transformation in post-socialist countries re-
sulted in increased discrimination and violence towards
the Roma. Political liberalisation created opportunities
for the free expression of ethnic and cultural identities
and for participation in society. Nevertheless, new chal-
lenges and difficulties appeared, because extremist groups
gained political power and dominated the political sphere
via which intolerance towards the Roma could be ex-
pressed. Moreover, the Roma were confronted with lim-
ited access to social services, as a result of the overall in-
creased need for these services as well as budget cuts.

6. Although the Roma are a marginal group that in many
ways (economic, political, social) dangerously come
close to social exclusion, most of the respondents as
members of the Romani minority (84.7%) said that
based on personal experiences they feel respected in so-
ciety.

The structure of communities

7. Since the Roma are undoubtedly a specific social group
according to many features that are identifiable in soci-
ety, it is worthwhile keeping in mind that they are not
a homogeneous socio-cultural group but that within
the Romani population there is diverse stratification.
This study showed that stratification also occurs in the
cultural sphere, shaping subgroups with special identi-
ties, lifestyles, and values. Sometimes these are not
clearly defined; on the contrary, they remain canopied
by unavoidable cultural specificities that make Romani
society different to other societies.

8. The absence of a distinguished, autochthonous, social,
cultural elite that would mediate in relations between
”global” society and their small, minority society makes
it difficult to solve all the different sorts of problems that con-
front this minority. The existence of a mediator that be-
longs to both sides would facilitate communication be-
tween the Romani local community and state i.e., state
institutions.

9. The Roma population is young. There are two reasons
for this: they have a larger number of children and the 459

Maja [tambuk
and collaborators
Conclusions and

Recommendations



life span of the Roma population is shorter compared
to the surrounding populations. Data on a large num-
ber of youth, somewhat fewer numbers in the active
workforce age group and almost absence in the over 60
age group in the researched households clearly indicates
a very complex picture of the Romani population.

10. Modernisation processes in the surrounding majority
society (industrialisation and the significance of educa-
tion should be emphasised) create larger differences at
the socio-professional level between the Roma and the
majority of people. There is weak interest for their tra-
ditional services and products. Further, they did not
manage to successfully “retrain” on time. Thus, tradi-
tional trades are gradually dying. Since there is still a
strong influence of tradition in all social areas of life,
a lack of adjustment to new times also socially, cultur-
ally and economically threatens Romani groups.

11. Unemployment within this population is high due to
the low level of education and low skilled competency
of the Romani population. On the other hand, spo-
radic, temporary, seasonal activities that bring in an
income are widespread.

12. The low level of education among the Roma is recog-
nisable as a cause or the key to the solution of their
problems. On the scale of values “finished school” is
at the bottom while poverty is accepted as a feature of
the group and typical cultural features of the Roma
such as folklore, customs, language and trades, etc. are
belittled. Commonly, the nature of Romani poverty is
extreme and permanent.

13. The roots of Romani poverty and heterogeneity of
the Romani population are multi-dimensional. The
different causes of Romani deprivation influence one
another in a vicious circle of poverty and social ex-
clusion. Romani poverty is indeed partly related to
low education attainment, limited possibilities of par-
ticipation in the workforce and large families, but it
is also connected to minority status, i.e., with minority
status and many dimensions of social exclusion. The
level of poverty is frequently linked to the margi-
nalisation of Romani settlements (the problem of
spatial segregation). The Roma who live in distant
and segregated communities have less chance of par-
ticipating in the formal economy or of using the so-
cial services (educational, health). Geographical and so-
cial exclusion are important correlates of Romani pov-
erty.
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Economic base

14. The main source of income in Romani settlements is
social welfare and not from “profitable” activity. Thus,
it is not incorrect to say that this is non/activity. Tem-
porary seasonal work is in second place. This is lim-
ited to particular seasons of the year. Considering the
low education levels and poor professional compe-
tency of the Romani population, the jobs that they get
are usually poorly paid ones. The locations of settled
Roma are exclusively, first of all, provides their sphere of
life because the settlement most often, in most cases, is
not a place of work. They live there but do not work
there and in this way the “Romani settlement” is
“cheated” of a form of sociability.

15. Insight into this feature with regard to locations of set-
tled Roma can serve as a guide to improve the housing
conditions towards the installation of suitable activi-
ties within or at the edge of localities, especially those
with a larger number of permanent inhabitants.
Namely, the absence of employment/work in the set-
tlement or somewhere nearby forces those who are ed-
ucated and more entrepreneurial to seek work else-
where. This essentially weakens the potential of the
community to shape a complex social structure in the
settlement that is necessary to make the life of the lo-
cal community more dynamic and creates a level of
solidarity and community that transcends the family.
There is a distinct absence of roles that are based on
“status in professions” or some special function in
Romani settlements.

Family

16. The Romani family has mostly maintained two tradi-
tional functions (upbringing and education) and in
this way preserved a high level of autonomy, inde-
pendence and even economic independence as well as
high inclusion especially in the social welfare system.
Thus, when poverty appears as one of the main
socio-cultural elements of Romani (self) identity, the
family succeeds to preserve its traditional significance.
Or perhaps it is because of this. It seems that among the
Roma a type of adaptation is at work with regard to eco-
nomic activity and sources of income to the point that this
does not disrupt the existing family system. They choose ac-
tivities that will include most family members, from
the youngest to the oldest, including women. 461



17. The Roma like to live in large families with many chil-
dren. They like to socialise, so a great importance is
given to family occasions. The home (among sedentary
Roma) is the only point of stability; it is the place
where the family gathers. It is also desirable that the
immediate social milieu (the external space) belongs to
relatives.

18. The process of reducing the family to a married cou-
ple with unmarried children has already “migrated”
into the Romani milieu. Almost 53% of the house-
holds in this study have these types of family. Single
households are rare among the Romani population.

19. Family values, personal values and freedom are at the
top of the list (health, children, respect, freedom,
friendship, love, marriage) followed by work-material-
istic values (work and money) while traditional and
political values (politics, nation, religion) are at the
bottom of the list. Based on these hierarchies, it can
be concluded that life in poverty is not a lifestyle that
the Roma prefer. Work is also rated highly on the
scale of values, like as a means of creating many other
values. Thus, the value system of the Roma is not im-
portantly different from the value systems of society as
a whole. However, it is questionable whether the Roma
are able to realise the values that they declaratively
support.

20. Extended family networks present a means of survival
because they ensure a regular flow of finances (child
endowment, family benefits, pensions, unemployment
benefits). These family networks also serve as a an in-
formation network on the labour market, possibilities
of earning money, gains and losses of leaving the local
community, etc.

21. Early marriages are also characteristic for the Romani
ethnic group. These marriages, per se do not necessar-
ily lead to poverty. They are more an indictor of poor
educational aspirations and an early dropout rate that
is further linked to low qualifications and poorly de-
veloped work skills.

Education

22. Education is the fundamental issue of the Romani
population. Two sub-questions are imperative: why do
the Roma avoid school so much (when they know that
any social and economic shift is impossible without
education) and why the state is not prepared to imple-
ment its law on compulsory primary education among462
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the Roma. Many Romani families do not have access
to the economic life of the country. The number of
potential active members in the Romani population is
great. However, many are young whose skills are only
marginally used.

23. Ideas about better lives are contrary to the housing
practices and landscapes that the Romani settlement
offers. It was shown that these types of aspirations
were frequently related to higher levels of education.
Thus, raising the level of education is imperative and
the only guarantee of modernising Romani communi-
ties. The abandonment of some traditional types of be-
haviour is necessary since they threaten the health as
well as the welfare of the individual, family and the
whole community. Thus, it is difficult to expect an im-
provement of life standard without change within the Ro-
mani cultural code.

24. Education is not recognised as an important need or as an
actual problem among most parents. Moreover, the role of
education is not seen in a social and an economic
sense, which could have a decisive role in integration
processes in society.

25. The conceptualisation of an education system for the
Roma needs to recognise the needs of the surrounding
environment (within the framework of the regular
school system) and the Roma. This should be towards
the construction of a new integrative school and not a
mechanical reconstruction of the existing. The phenom-
ena of dual marginalisation of Romani children at school
and in the environment as well as poor results often bring
about fatigue among both teachers and children. The school-
ing of Romani children is immanently a social issue.

26. The most common sources of information are Cro-
atian television and the family/ friends.

Settlements

27. In an analysis of Romani settlements, it is difficult to
discover elements that are necessary for a credible and
practical utilisable typology. Nevertheless, it is worth
noting the following features: The first is positional.
This allows us to differentiate where Romani struc-
tures are located: in the town, in the village, or in a ru-
ral area. The second feature is the degree of separation.
There are clear differences between Romani settle-
ments that are parts of existing settlements and Ro-
mani settlements that are detached structures. The
third feature is genetic. According to this feature, pre- 463
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mises initially built for other purposes and housing
built for family residence can be differentiated.

28. Ideas about a desirable settlement directly rest on clean-
liness and related ecological descriptors and on the
non-Roma difference – more precisely on the similarity
of Romani settlements with other non-Roma settle-
ments. The use of the words: Romani and non-Romani
settlements mean the difference between settlements
that are municipally and economically “normal” and
settlements that are municipally and economically
substandard, which in this research has operatively
qualified as Romani. Thus, the aspirational reaching
out of the respondents for non-Romani settlements in-
dicates their yearning for equipped and unneglected
settlements. This is a wish for a settlement-that-is-like-
every-other. The Roma, in this way, do not cease to be
Romani with regard to the determinants of Romani
identity.

29. It is worthwhile to activate the Roma and to motivate
them to do more things together. Traditional neglect
towards the settlement environment is clearly evident.
An influential factor on the physiognomy of Romani
settlements is rooted in the fact that Romani builders
are, in the main, “wild” builders. Thus, their transfor-
mation in the community is necessary in which it will
not be indifferent to where how and where they live.

30. We consider it interesting to caution state actors of de-
velopment that more than half of the respondents state
that they desire to live in a settlement where there is no
Romani community, at least not as a decisive factor in
administration and the orienting development of the
settlement. However, on the other hand, less than half
of the respondents state that the already mentioned de-
terminants of a desirable settlement are directly connected
to the presence of the Romani community in that type of set-
tlement. It is possible to interpret this as a sign that
sub-group has now appeared in the Romani population
whose accumulation of life and social successes has
loosened ties with other members of the Romani
group. The choice of a non-Romani settlement as desir-
able is undoubtedly linked to an orientation towards
social success. This suggests that the Romani group is
not homogeneous in comparison to the central develop-
mental issue of the group: how to cross the margin and
become a successful group and not repress or disinte-
grate traditional determinants of Romani identity?

31. Distinct influences on the life of the community can
be divided into a triangle: settlement inhabitants–Romani464
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associations–town/municipal government. Civil associations,
political parties, experts, the government and others,
according to the respondents only marginally influ-
ence the situation in the Romani settlement. However,
response to the question as to what the community
can do for itself only discloses marginal jobs like rub-
bish removal, cleaning, tidying up and similar. In sec-
ond place, responses indicate that the community can-
not do anything.

32. The existing housing is inadequate; the standard is
very low; there is a marked lack of housing space and
rooms. Dwellings are very poorly equipped and a lack
of public utilities (electricity, running water) and facil-
ities (bathroom and toilet) is evident. Residential struc-
tures often have earth floors. Moreover, walls even if
they are made of proper building materials often do
not provide insulation. All in all, housing conditions
are so poor that they are often below the level of hu-
man dignity.

33. According to the subjective evaluations of the respon-
dents, even though there is considerable dissatisfaction
with the existing housing situation, it is often not as
dramatic as one would expect considering the men-
tioned features of housing. However, it is evident that
among the respondents there is a group who would like to
live differently.

Recommendations

It is possible to combat Romani poverty in a number of
ways among which the following should be included:
1. Improve housing conditions through the construction of

infrastructure and development of public services espe-
cially in removed and distant Romani settlements (de-
velopment of roads and telecommunications). The im-
provement of housing conditions also presupposes the
clarification of ownership rights with regard to the
land on which the Roma live and the encouragement
of the local authorities to offer their services in Ro-
mani communities.

2. Increase employment and earning opportunities for the Roma
through their inclusion in training programmes, con-
sistent with anti-discrimination legislature and stimulat-
ing employers to employ the Roma. It is difficult to re-
duce high Romani unemployment rates not only be-
cause employers’ disinclination towards the Romani
employees but due to the motive of some Roma to reg-
ister as unemployed. It is well-known that some Roma 465
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register at employment bureaus to realise particular so-
cial rights

3. Encourage schooling among Romani children through re-
ducing or eliminating the barriers that discourage
Romani children to enter or stay in the education sys-
tem (sometimes Romani children do not have enough
food, clothes, or family support to continue their edu-
cation). An important objective is to increase the inclu-
sion of Romani children in pre-school institutions and
to facilitate a secondary school education). A real possi-
bility for some Roma (along with a larger number of
students that finish primary and secondary school who
are them more likely to find employment) is the en-
couragement of old trades, cottage industries in new
ways (making souvenirs, handicrafts, useful products
that are not manufactured) to earn a living in ways that
are familiar to them.

4. Improve access to health care through information on
health, health campaigns, and more frequent presence
of health care workers in Romani settlements. Con-
sidering their living conditions, the Roma are more ex-
posed to some illnesses compared to the non-Roma
population, which means that it is necessary to system-
atically monitor their health. Moreover, the average
lifespan of the Roma is one third shorter than the aver-
age lifespan of a non-Roma. It is necessary to increase
awareness on the importance of health, especially reproductive.
The promotion of different activities linked to health is
necessary, especially among children.

5. Deal with problems of social exclusion of the Roma through
anti-discriminatory legislature and practice. Raise aware-
ness among the non-Roma through multi-cultural edu-
cation and teaching about Romani history and culture.
Socio-cultural factors influence the Roma’s access to so-
cial services or on their communication with the pro-
viders of these services. As a result of poor knowledge
of the language or poor communication skills, the
Roma can have difficulty communication to teachers,
doctors, local and state employees. Poor communica-
tion and deep-rooted stereotypes on the part of the
Roma and non-Roma foster interpersonal mistrust.
There are almost no Roma that work in the public ser-
vices that would bridge the two cultures.

6. Transform social welfare programmes in such a way that
they do not create a “dependency culture” and “poverty
trap” (not to discourage the work initiative of the user).
Social welfare benefits provide an important source of
income among the Roma and the Roma are over-repre-466
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sented among the recipients of these benefits. It is neces-
sary, to a greater extent, to include a component of
work in aid programmes (public works) to improve and
gain work skills to increase the level of employment. In
addition, it is necessary to monitor how these social
benefits are spent, as in many Romani settlements alco-
holism and other forms of unacceptable behaviour are
linked to poverty.

7. Integrate the Roma into institutions of wider society (educa-
tional, economic, social, and political). As some au-
thors have warned exclusion from the community and
group in which members belong needs to be differenti-
ated from exclusion from society and social institutions.
Participation in social institutions is the foundation of
social status and ensures the material conditions of life.
Besides, inclusion in institutions of wider society facili-
tates interaction with members of non-Roma and other
Romani groups and participation in the dominant val-
ues of society. Intervention needs to be directed to-
wards offering more opportunities for Romani initia-
tive as well as reducing their isolation and social exclu-
sion.

8. Inclusion of the Roma in projects that have an impact on
their lives. It is necessary for the Roma to actively participate
in programmes that are intended for them. “Rescue” from
poverty and isolation cannot be realised without their
involvement.

9. Programmes of social protection – along with the existing
measures that the Roma use, assistance should be to-
wards schooling and projects of settlement urbanisation.

10. Find suitable ways of helping the Roma in self-organisation.
Namely, they have not (completely) built their na-
tional community, which hinders the realisation of
their rights. In addition, they have not found a com-
mon plan of action. Most of the Roma in Croatia are still
formally outside of associations and organisations.

11. It is absolutely necessary to improve the existing educa-
tional system, as well as the gradually establish a whole
and specific education system for the Roma (setting
up of kindergartens in Romani settlements, better or-
ganisation of preschool education...).

12. The initial results exist and they commit state institu-
tions and the Romani national community to cooperate
and to be real in their approach so that the Roma can
preserve their national identity and cease living in
ghettoised suburbanised settlements, without employ-
ment and on social benefits. Within the framework of
all the problems related to the advancement of the
Romani minority, space planning, urbanisation and or- 467
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ganising the settlement in which the Roma live is a priority
task. On the other hand, Romani settlements/localities
of settled Roma are most often outside of city areas,
often on somebody else’s land and frequently without
suitable/poor public utilities.

13. Romani women have a central role in the dynamics of the
household and in improving the quality of life. The house-
hold is often the locus of their work, childcare, and
social interactions and all the activities that occur in
the household are her responsibility (e.g., she is solely
accountable for making sure that her children are
clean, fed, rested, and have done their homework, etc.).
All public utility deficiencies and a lack of facilities in
the household (especially if their cumulative effects are
taken into account) influence the health and safety of
all household members which especially burdens Romani
women. Researchers noted that overcrowding, utility
shutoffs, inadequate heating and other housing quality
problems may disrupt children’s ability to rest or do home-
work and may also contribute to stress and depression in
adults. Addressing problem behaviour at school e.g.,
sleepy, inattentive children with soiled clothes may be
futile without addressing the multiple poverty factors
in family environments (e.g., no bed, no washing facil-
ities and lack of paved roads...).

14. Absence of educational and health facilities also points to a
distinct lack of accessible positive role models (e.g.,
doctors, child care workers, teachers) who might en-
courage a higher quality of life among the Roma. The
effects of inadequate healthcare and education often
impact disproportionately on women who frequently
bear principal responsibility for family healthcare and
education. Romani women also often provide the
point of contact between Romani communities and
public health services as well as educational institu-
tions. By improving access to healthcare/education for Ro-
mani women this would in turn improve the health/educa-
tion and overall welfare of entire Romani communities.

15. Home-learning programmes could also be developed spe-
cifically for Romani women to improve their skills
since most adult women have been deprived of educa-
tion. By improving their knowledge this would in turn
improve the health, education and welfare of the en-
tire Romani community.

FOOTNOTE 1 It should be noted that not even Croatian society has been entirely re-
searched yet.
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