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REPORT 

ROMA NETWORK MEETING 

Novi Sad, Serbia, 2-3 October 2014 
 
Thursday 2nd October  
 
On 2-3 October 2014, Eurodiaconia held its annual Roma Network meeting which was hosted by member 
EHO, the Ecumenical Humanitarian Organisation, in Novi Sad, Serbia. Mr Vladislav Iviciak, Director of EHO 
opened the meeting with a time of devotion and prayer. Catherine Mallet from the Eurodiaconia secretariat 
then welcomed the participants and asked them to introduce their neighbour to the group.  
 
Catherine then gave a presentation about Eurodiaconia, our work on Roma inclusion and what the EU is 
doing for Roma. She highlighted opportunities for participants to get involved with National Roma Contact 
Points in particular if they were not already in contact and to get engaged in the implementation and 
monitoring of the National Roma Integration Strategies (NRIS) at national level. She explained that one of 
the key activities Eurodiaconia carries out is an annual assessment of the NRIS which members would begin 
to contribute during this meeting but which would be followed up for a written contribution after the meeting. 
Our assessment would be sent to the European Commission to feed into their annual reporting.  
 
Implementation of the National Roma Integration Strategies 
 
Participants then worked in small groups to discuss the implementation of the NRIS and recent public 
policies or practices which have been successful or not in the areas of health, housing, education, 
employment, anti-discrimination, and funding for Roma. The groups were invited to share the main 
challenges in their country for Roma inclusion and to share experiences in advocacy and contact with local 
or national authorities.  
 
Feedback in plenary 
 
Czech Republic:  
Education has improved: less children in special needs schools. Preschool is the most important thing to 
prevent Roma children being placed in special needs schools. There is a special programme by the 
government to prepare children for school.  Problem is social benefits pay better than some employment – 
no incentives to work. Many Roma are in debt so illegal work is more inviting. The government is running 
some motivational projects to get Roma to take better care of their health, run through NGOs often.  
Some improvement in housing – there is some social housing available for Roma in some cities, but some 
municipalities have sold off some of the social flats. Sometimes positive discrimination makes things worse 
for Roma – majority population doesn’t like actions (by Agency for social inclusion for example).   
Denmark: the government focuses on equality, and avoids differentiation and special treatment for any 
minority/ group.  
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Hungary: positive impact on education thanks to the NRIS. Government encourage Roma education – most 
problems are inside families – parents don’t see use of their children being educated - biggest need to work 
with parents. There is still too much dependency on the state to provide – children grown up seeing parents 
not working.  
The Reformed Church is trying to make obligatory university course on Romology (history and culture of 
Roma) 
Kosovo: They have a NRIS but the government is not stable – social work and projects funded by donations 
– there is no government funding available for trauma sufferers. No funding available for implementation of 
NRIS. Unemployment is big problem – they have a lot of youth work to encourage young Roma to finish 
school so they can get a job. Role models are key. They are reintegrating former refugees returning from 
Germany (housing, admin, youth work, vocational training).  
Norway: No NRIS, the government does nothing for Roma tourists so diaconia steps in. The government 
wants to criminalise begging, and they want to have more projects in Romania to prevent people from 
coming. Roma come to work but end up begging, they want a real job, they send a lot of money home to 
Romania and just come for a short time.  
Romania: no real improvement, quota for number of Roma at university (for 10 years). There is some new 
housing available but it’s on a low scale  
Serbia: no funding available for implementation of NRIS, so not sustainable and not enough political will.  
 
Key messages to EU 

 Need better monitoring of use of EU funds, consider good practices of civil society  

 More funding to civil society organisations  

 Thanks to EU framework Roma issue is going up agenda in some countries  

 Some good cooperation with local authorities 

 Need to balance situation in Eastern Europe with rest of Europe economically  

 The EU needs to be in the country itself to prevent corruption of EU funds  

 EC needs to monitor projects at beginning and end to see good use of funds  

 Society and poverty problem – Roma not the problem  

 Need to connect older Roma with the new migrating Roma  

 Good practice: social housing for Roma – MSs rent flats out – gradually Roma families purchase it 
over 2-5 years 

 
EHO presented an overview of their work in the region, including their work with home care, people with 
disabilities and then more specifically with the Roma Resource Centre. Robert Bu, Deputy Director of EHO 
explained the “Sustainable Renewal of Roma Settlements model: which is a comprehensive approach to 
actual problem solving, including participative operation methods involving all relevant stakeholders in the 
decision-making process. The representatives of the Roma community have a key role (see presentation).  
 
Friday 3rd October  
 
Participants were invited to join one of two study visits to EHO’s projects. The first was to visit a family who 
had benefitted from EHOs programme for improving living conditions in Roma settlements.  
 
The second project visited was to a bakery run by a young Roma woman who had benefitted from EHO’s 
programme for employment and income. EHO had provided 600 euros as a grant to support the business 
start-up, which was also supported by another subsidy from the provincial government. She also had to 
follow a vocational training course as part of the programme which was financed by the EU and the 
Norwegian government. 300 Roma were supported over 6 years in this EHO programme, which the 
government has now taken over. Whilst studying the Roma student must also have a job to provide for 
themselves. This is an opportunity for them to show their real motivation.  
 
Guidelines for Roma participation  
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As an introduction to the discussion on Roma participation and drawing up guidelines, Anca Enache from 
Helsinki Deaconess Institute gave a presentation with examples of their methodology of participation. The 
first example was engaging children and how they collect knowledge from children. They do this with mixed 
groups of Finish, migrant and Roma children. They write up the discussions together. The second example 
was crafting workshops and discussions, using problem tress, writing up recommendations and gaining new 
information for policy through participatory ethnographic field work. The third example given was of the Cable 
Method, which is a training process of groups of HDI 
 employees and service users where together they discuss values, identity, culture etc. Together they think 
up initiatives and rethink how they work.  
 
In small groups, participants discussed how their respective organisations worked with Roma in the design 
and implementation of their services/ projects. They drew up two lists of what methods work and what didn’t 
work to ensure Roma participation and to ensure Roma felt ownership of projects. Catherine explained that 
the notes would be written up to make a short guidelines document that would be accessible to all 
Eurodiaconia members to support their work with Roma.  
 
It was agreed that the first step is to identify someone’s goals – which can be different from our own and 
what we think their goals should be. It was stressed that it’s also about everyone submitting his or her goals 
and will to God’s will. Our role is also about helping them to want things to be better. There was a discussion 
whether paying Roma to study/ train was incentivizing or patronising and lowering Roma to a level below our 
own. There was also a discussion about helping people responsibly, and to help Roma enter the regular 
social system – not giving free hand-outs as for undocumented migrants for example. It was suggested that 
a key to giving Roma hope was to ask Roma who came out at the other end of the process successfully to 
tell their story to other Roma – personal testimonies were motivational. This has to be followed by step by 
step support. It was also stressed that Roma have to build healthy identifies in Christ and as a child of God, 
and not to victimise themselves.  
 
What works? 

 Be aware of cultural norms (separate showers for men and women) 

 Have Roma voices at top political level who maintain contact with the grass roots  

 Reach women in the family – big influence on how family is managed  

 Roma mediators can be effective, however the mainstream practitioners need to be trained to work 
with Roma  

 Staff need to be educated and sensitive to Roma involvement  

 Identify suitable Roma as volunteers in projects and employ Roma in projects where possible 

 Two way respect – can’t force Roma to adjust to our expectations – involve from planning stages not 
just implementation  

 Needs to be genuine partnership, not just passive receivers of service provision – this needs to be 
broken as pattern – trusted partners is what to aim for 

 If you work with children, must work with whole family for them to move forward  

 Learn Roma language 

 Need to have concrete end results: i.e. new toilet/ tenancy of flat/ education certificate/ increased 
access to state provision - step by step achievable goals 

 Express individual goals ( responsibility,  support through the process) 

 Long, short and medium-term perspectives  

 Start from needs of Roma – not needs of organisation  

 Hand over parts/ responsibilities of the project gradually to Roma – ownership- metamorphosis 

 Have mediators/ role models for children and youth – maintain connections between Roma 
community and the rest – intercultural approach as a good connection  

 Culture work as building identity without victimising 

 Doubt and humility 

 More Roma activists on national level (Roma voice heard, Finland, Sweden) “Democratic elections” 



    
 
 

 

 
Page 4 of 5 

 Churches are invited to represent and discuss Roma issues (Hungary) 

 Engage parents to help with cleaning, organising things, teaching his child how to organise and how 
to act properly in life 

 Try to involve Roma in taking care of a place (cleaning) meeting place/ shelter – create ownership 
 
What doesn’t work? 

 Paying for training/education (without responsibility/consequences) 

 Materialistic view (focus on physical needs only)  

 Not providing enough information about projects – i.e. Some of the parents didn’t understand the 
programme of the project and what is he is following 

 Mistrust  

 Imposing our goals on Roma 
 

Inclusion of Roma in Serbia:  
 
The group heard a presentation and discussion with Ms Slavica Denic, assistant to the Provincial Secretary 
in the Provincial Secretariat for Economy, Employment and Gender Equality, Autonomous Province of 
Vojvodina. She gave an overview of some of the programmes and coordination of Roma policies in the 
Province. She also explained about the self-employment grants that they give together with the support of 
the EPA (EU) and the Norwegian embassy. When asked what the biggest challenge was for Roma, she said 
that housing was the biggest, and education is where there has been the biggest success. They are 
gradually increasing the number Roma coordinators in each of the municipalities. When asked how the UE 
could support their work, Ms Denic said that they need concrete materials such as funds to establish private 
enterprises, currently there are more requests for business start-ups that they can fund.  
 
Updating Eurodiaconia’s policy paper on Roma inclusion  
 
Participants discussed their proposed changes in small groups and brought this back into the plenary 
discussion. Several key suggestions for amendments were made:  

 Add a paragraph/ section on a holistic approach (culture as a bridge) – going beyond material 
needs, including spiritual needs and spiritual support 

 Reconciliation between people – addressing majority society discrimination  

 Make greater distinction between migrating Roma (free movement issue) and sedentary Roma in 
Central and Eastern Europe – the situation of these Roma is quite different from that of the Roma 
addressed in the rest of the paper (lack of electricity in housing is not an issue in Sweden for 
example!) 

 Regarding funds, EU money shouldn’t be used to fill gaps for bad national policies 

 Call for governments to recognise Roma ‘tourists’ they are currently ignoring and avoid taking 
responsibility for this group who have no rights (In Sweden and Norway for example)  

 Add that mediators are needed to help with administrative tasks such as filling in papers, especially 
for Roma with low literacy skills.  

 Sometimes we need to take the services to the people – mobile health clinics for example (although 
do we make such changes for all different cultures in society?)  

 
Future work for the Roma Network and Eurodiaconia 
 
The group brainstormed topics for future discussions for the Roma Network and activities that Eurodiaconia 
could do to support their work 
 

 Legal status of Roma in different countries (tourists, minority etc.)  

 Personal testimony from Roma who has successfully emigrated 

 Have sessions where we divide participants representing sending and receiving countries 
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 Give space for more plenary time – 2 day meeting – learn about more projects 

 Conclude meetings in prayer  

 Problem solving – how to tackle school drop out 

 Database/ resource with Roma experts within Eurodiaconia membership 

 Cross-country exchange between staff 

 Look into the added value of being Christian organisation – what influence on programmes? Spiritual 
dimension 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 


