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Roma Centre of Skopje
    
             European Roma Rights Centre

Joint Submission

CRITICAL ISSUES FOR ROMANI WOMEN IN MACEDONIA

Distinguished Members of the CEDAW Committee,

The Roma Centre of Skopje (RCS), based in Skopje, is a local non-governmental organization intending to foster the integration of Roma community in Macedonia by empowering Romani activists and Roma-led non-governmental initiatives. Through its activities for empowerment of young Romani women activists and youth, RCS promotes gender equality and human rights of minorities. The European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) is an international public interest law organization engaging in a range of activities aimed at combating anti-Romani racism and human rights abuse of Roma. The approach of the ERRC involves, in particular, strategic litigation, international advocacy, research and policy development, and training of Romani activists. The ERRC is a cooperating member of the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights and has consultative status with the Council of Europe, as well as with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. The OSI Network Women’s Program (NWP), an initiative of the Open Society Institute (OSI) promotes the advancement of women’s human rights, gender equality and empowerment as an integral part of the process of democratization. Its offices are in New York and Budapest with partners in 25 countries. Since 1999, the NWP has been working in partnership with Roma women activists on the Romani Women’s Initiative (RWI).  The RWI promotes the human rights of Roma women by empowering Roma women activists in Central and Eastern Europe.
The RCS, the ERRC and the NWP, RWI (hereafter “project partners”), with the support of the UNIFEM regional office in Bratislava, jointly submit this letter summarising critical issues for Romani women in Macedonia, with reference to the Initial and Second Joint Periodical Report of the Republic of Macedonia on the Convention of Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. 

Since March 2005, the project partners have been conducting research on the situation of Romani women in Macedonia with a view to submitting a shadow report on the situation of Romani women in Macedonia, timed to coincide with the upcoming review by the Committee of Macedonia’s compliance with the Convention, at its 34th session in January 2006. The issues raised in this letter and the questions arising from these matters are based on preliminary research, as well as on the expertise of the partner organizations in matters related to the human rights, and in particular women’s rights, of Romani women in Macedonia. The need for a specific shadow report on the problems experienced by Romani women in Macedonia proceeds from the total lack of information on minority women, including Romani women, in the State report, despite abundant indications that Romani women comprise among the most vulnerable groups in Macedonia. It also proceeds from the need to include Romani women – an extremely marginalized group in Macedonia – in policy development on matters related to their well-being. In this preliminary document, the partners highlight critical problems limiting the ability of Romani women, as women and as members of the Romani community, to achieve equality with men and women from the majority society, with men and women from other ethnic groups, as well as with Romani men. 

On the basis of their extensive experience, as well as in light of new preliminary research findings, the partners note serious causes for concern about the situation of Romani women in Macedonia, particularly with regard to their status within the family, access to education, health care, employment, citizenship and issues of violence. Initial results of our research confirm that multiple and/or intersectional discrimination against Romani women remains a key concern in Macedonia. These matters are particularly worrying in light of the fact that the Macedonian Government has to date failed to adopt a comprehensive anti-discrimination framework via which Romani women could seek to secure their rights and/or challenge abuses when these occur. As such, despite regular and repeated claims to the contrary by the Macedonian Government, today tens of thousands of Romani women in Macedonia live daily in a void of legal protection of their fundamental human rights.

The primary purpose of this document is to provide the Committee with a basis for requesting further information from the Macedonian Government, in the run-up to next year’s review. As such the project partners have in a number of places below formulated questions which the Committee may seek to pose to the Government.

1. BACKGROUND

Roma community in Macedonia

Demographic data about the number of Roma based on the official census usually indicate lower numbers of Roma than empirical observation would suggest. Moreover, in terms of the number of Roma there are significant disparities between official data and studies conducted by non-governmental sources.
 According to the 2002 census data of the Macedonian State Statistical Bureau, the number of Roma in the Republic of Macedonia is 53,879. Other studies, based on various research techniques, indicate a Romani population in Macedonia of approximately 135,000-150,000 persons.
 

The lack of accurate reliable statistical data and the notable difference between official and unofficial data has been explained by observers to be a result of factors including, most notably, the following:

· A considerable number of Roma in Macedonia declare their ethnicity and mother-tongue to be other than Romani due to the stigma attached to the Romani identity, socio-linguistic and political reasons, as well as due to the lost roots of Roma people;

· Pressure placed upon Roma by larger ethnic communities to declare themselves as members of other groups;

Problematic legislative provisions enacted in the aftermath of Macedonia's independence in 1991 related to obtaining citizenship created a large group of stateless Roma as they did not fulfil the required conditions for accessing Macedonian citizenship. 

Natural growth 

Information about the size and purported growth rate of Albanian and Romani communities in Macedonia has been used in the recent past to draw alarmist conclusions or to incite racial hatred in Macedonia against these communities, through the device of playing on fears of a population explosion among Albanians and Roma, which purportedly threatens to undermine the ethnic Macedonian majority society. This issue is unfortunately present also in the Macedonian government’s official report to the CEDAW. 

According to the State CEDAW report, the number of newborn infants per 1000 of the population indicates that Roma have the highest birth rate in Macedonia at 31.5 births per 1000.  However, according to the official census of 1991, in that year there were 52,103 Roma living in Macedonia, constituting 2.5 percent of the total population. In 1994, the census data documented 47,408 Roma or 2.28% of the total population. And as we go a step further and compare the number of Roma according to the last census (53,879 or 2.6%) with the ones from above, the statement in the State CEDAW report that birth rate and the natural growth is “especially high for Roma” is incorrect: is it true vis-à-vis ethnic Macedonians. However, as indicated on the table included in the report by the Macedonian government to the CEDAW, the growth rate of Roma over the last 40 years indicates that the rate of growth of the Romani population in Macedonia is actually decreasing – as is the rate of growth of all other communities in Macedonia. These and similar alarmist statements by public officials and others in Macedonia are reflections of the hostility, suspicion and contempt with which the wider society tend to view Roma. It also reflects a widespread view that ethnic minorities in Macedonia are of lesser value to society than the ethnic majority. A flagrant demonstration of these forces occurred recently when prominent professors and members of the Macedonian Academy of Science and Arts (MANU) called publicly for introduction of a so-called “special population policy” that would enforce regulations to encourage ethnic Macedonians to have more children, while at the same time discouraging others from reproducing.

Citizenship/Statelessness

Due to an exclusionary law adopted in the context of the break-up of Yugoslavia, statelessness is a problem in Macedonia, particularly among ethnic minorities. The Romani community is one of the most affected minority groups by a lack of citizenship in the country. As a result, many Roma are prevented from accessing basic human rights such as education, employment, health care, housing and legal properties.

According to the 2002 census, out of the total 17,652 individuals without citizenship status, 734 were Roma. Bearing in mind the number of citizenship status seekers provided by NGOs specialized in dealing with this issue, the official numbers are likely underestimated. Namely, the NGOs working on this issue under the auspices of UNHCR in Macedonia, report that in the last 5 years they administered more than 1,000 citizenship applications from Roma.
 According to the same reports, about 500 of such persons were Romani women. Our research indicates similar dimensions of the problem: out of 52 interviewed Romani women, 7 did not have any legal documents.

2. DISCUSSION OF CRITICAL ISSUES

Based on existing published materials, monitoring by the project partners dating from the mid-1990s, as well as on preliminary results of the current research, we are drawn to open a broader discussion of critical issues for Romani women in Macedonia not addressed in the State CEDAW report:

Education

Out of 60 Romani women between the ages of 14 and 65 interviewed thus far, 14 (or around 23 percent) were illiterate, 21 (or around 35 percent) did not complete elementary education, 20 (or around 33 percent) completed elementary education and only 5 (or around 0.8 percent) had finished high school. The drop-out rate among Romani children, and especially Romani girls, is the highest in the country and very high numbers of Romani children abandon school in the 5th grade. Our research indicates that the reasons for the low education level among the Romani population at the national level are multiple and interconnected and include:

· Romani children are not provided education in their mother tongue, although Macedonian law provides for this;

· A considerable number of Romani pupils enrolled in regular schools have language problems which lead to low achievement levels and, in turn, a high drop-out rate;

· The Macedonia government does not have sufficient programmes to improve Macedonian-language capabilities of Romani children; 

· In a number of cases, Romani children were not familiar with the Macedonian language and, as a result, were sent to special schools for mentally disabled children; 

· Romani children, especially Romani girls, report being afraid to report discriminatory treatment by their teachers and classmates;

· Teachers do not take into account the extreme marginalisation of Roma and do not work to improve the relations between Romani and non-Romani pupils in school;

· Uninterested teachers impose lower expectations on Romani students and provide them with tutelage of a lower level than that provided to non-Romani children;

· Romani children whose families were abroad (during the 1990s) have experienced institutional barriers to entering the Macedonian education system. For example, due to a lack of money and information, parents could not translate and verify legally certifications of their children’s school achievement in countries abroad. In one case, F.S., a girl from Kumanovo who finished second class in Macedonia, continued her education in Germany for 4 years. Her family was sent back to Macedonia however, and the school management told the parents that she could be enrolled again the school only if she entered the 3rd grade. F.S., who was then 13 years old, did not want to be in a class with 9-year-old children. F.S., who is today 20 years old, is married, without a job and without any possibility to be integrated into society; she is now entirely dependant on her spouse and family for support. 

· Romani women have reported that their teachers have abused their positions and forced Romani pupils to engage in non-educational activities; for instance, one woman reported being forced to clean her teacher’s house during school hours;

· Due to poverty and related reasons, Romani parents are in some cases not motivated to and/or interested in sending their children to school; very often Romani girls are forced to stay at home to take care of the younger children;

· Compared to Romani boys, Romani girls experience more barriers from within the family – for instance, Romani girls are often not permitted to attend schools that are located far from their homes. Also, Romani girls often marry at an early age and drop out of school to take care of their new family;

· Due to high rates of poverty in the Romani community, Romani children often have to work to contribute to the family income. Parents often place priority on male children attending school in this situation; 

· The Macedonian government has not undertaken appropriate and effective measures to promote the re-enrollment in school of drop-outs. 

On the basis of the foregoing, we urge the Committee to request further information from the State Party on the following matters:

1. How does the Macedonian government propose to adequately address the low enrolment rates and high dropout and illiteracy rates among Romani children, and in particularly Romani girls, in schools?

2. What measures does the Macedonian government intend to undertake to address the language barriers Romani children face in accessing education?

3. How does the Macedonian government intend to assess and address the failure of school authorities and teachers to actively include Romani pupils in the educational system?

4. How does the Macedonian government plan to combat discrimination against Romani pupils in the education system, including the reported placement of Romani pupils in special schools for the mentally disabled?

5. How will the Macedonian authorities promote the education as an essential component of successful integration into society within the Romani community?

Employment and Work

Out of 50 Romani women between the ages of 18 and 65 interviewed in the course of current ongoing research, 47 (or around 94 percent) had never engaged in any form of formal employment. Only 3 women (or 6 percent) were employed in public or private firms. An overwhelming lack of confidence among Romani women resulting from their low level of education prevented most of the interviewed women from seeking formal employment. Further, the relative ease of accessing the informal labor market, coupled with the frequent lack of educational requirements for employment in this sector, lead most Romani woman to take employment in this area, for instance cleaning houses or selling in markets. Preliminary research by the project partners points to the following problems when Romani women do access/seek to access formal employment: 

· Open discrimination against Romani job applicants by employers; for example, 3 Romani women reported that they were rejected by business owners on the basis that “Roma are not appropriate for the jobs”;

· Discrimination on the job market in terms of working conditions – for instance, the 3 Romani women who were employed reported being forced to work longer hours, being subjected to verbal harassment by their employers and co-workers, and general differential treatment – discourages Romani women when/if they do eventually gain employment;

One major failure of the Macedonian government in this regard is the lack of programs intended to promote the activation of Roma in the formal employment sector and to address issues associated with the informal sector, including that persons working in the grey economy do not benefit from worker protection measures or from social security measures offered people formally employed, such as health benefits. In light of the fact that government runs no such programming at all at present, it goes without saying that no consideration of gender aspects afoot in employment matters as they relate to Roma is currently the subject of any government policy in Macedonia. Therefore, the project partners urge that Macedonian authorities be asked to address the following:

1. What specific programmes or measures (including vocational training, back-to-school campaigns, etc.) does the Macedonian government intend to implement to increase the participation of Romani women in the formal labour market, and when (and with what resources) does the government intend to implement these measures? 

2. How does the Macedonian government plan to combat discriminatory practices against Romani women by employers?

3. Does the Macedonian government intend to promote the hiring of Romani women by employers?

Health Care

The 7 (or around 12 percent) aforementioned stateless Romani women do not have access to the public health care system. Of the 60 Romani women interviewed thus far, 52 (or around 87 percent) reported that, while they had access to state-sponsored medical treatment, they experienced many barriers in actually exercising their right to such and, as a result, many Roma do not access the health care system at all. They reportedly seek medical assistance only when very ill. Further, Romani women frequently do not engage in preventative health measures, such as regular gynaecological check-ups or yearly physical examinations. The reasons for this are numerous and include, among other things, luck of trust in doctors, fear, and incidents of reported mistreatment of Romani women by medical professionals, matters which are widely known in the Romani community. 

Almost 90 percent of the women interviewed in the current, ongoing survey reported suffering from high blood pressure, heart disease, bronchitis, asthma and mental illness. Very worryingly, there are very recent documented cases of untreated tuberculosis in the Romani community, although health practitioners have denied that this is a problem, despite the fact that tuberculosis is a major public health risk. Every woman who reported having an illness said that her children also suffered from a similar disease. An additional health concern for Romani women relates to premature aging; every Romani woman interviewed during the initial research phase appeared to the researcher to be much older than she actually was. When Romani women do access the health care system in Macedonia, preliminary research results point to the following problems:

· In hospitals, Romani women are often roomed with ethnic Albanian women but not ethnic Macedonian women (when N.K., an 18-year-old Romani woman from Bitola gave a birth to her child, she was roomed with other 3 Romani women and reported that doctors did not come even once to ask how they are); 

· Half of the interviewed Romani women report that medical professionals behave in a paternalistic manner and fail to explain well medical matters related directly to the health of the person concerned, or the treatment procedures at issue. As a result, very often, Romani patients leave their doctors not understanding their advice;

· Nine women reported that they were not treated professionally by medical personnel. For example, F.K., a 27-year-old Romani woman from Skopje, went to hospital to give birth to her second child but she was told that was “early”. She was sent back home with the advice to come back to the hospital in three hours. Shortly thereafter, she gave birth at home. 

The Macedonian government does not have sufficient programmes to address and eliminate the existing barriers to the access of Romani women to the health care system, nor to facilitate the integration of Romani women currently excluded from the health care system. No programmes currently exist to address the specific health care needs of this community. Thus, the partners consider the following to be necessary questions for the Macedonian State Party to answer:

1. How does the Macedonian government intend to combat discrimination against Romani women in the health care system, including practices of non-professional treatment?
2. What measures does the Macedonian government intend to implement to ensure provision of state-supported health insurance for those Romani women currently without any form of health insurance?

3. Does the Macedonian government intend to train medical professionals in the country in the areas of anti-discrimination, cultural awareness and informed consent and codes of ethical practices in attending patients? If so, how, in what form, and in what time-frame?

4. In light of the fact that many Romani women reportedly do not attempt to access the health system at all, what measures do Macedonian authorities intend to undertake in order to facilitate the full inclusion of Romani women in the health system?

Substandard Housing

Initial research findings indicate that from 60 interviewed women only 8 (around 13 percent) possess property titles. The researchers describe the housing conditions in which Romani women live as overcrowded, improvised houses without sanitation, infrastructure, electricity, water. The substandard living conditions faced by Romani women often lead to the transmission of communicable diseases that disproportionately affect Romani children. 
Recently, in the context of the Decade of Roma Inclusion, some discussion has begun as to the possibility of beginning to address the substandard and/or severely substandard housing conditions prevailing in a number of Romani settlements in Macedonia. The project partners urge the Committee to request from the Macedonian government further information in the following areas:

1. What programmes now exist or are planned to improve housing in substandard slum settlements of Roma in Macedonia? How are such programmes financed?

2. What other programmes or policies exist to improve housing conditions among Roma?

3. How are Romani women included in decision making in this area?

Violence

The issue of domestic violence is rarely reported because it is considered taboo among some segments of the Romani community. As such, the total failure of the State Party to date to address this well has not yet met with significant opposition from mainstream Romani organisations. Committee action in this area will therefore be crucial for beginning to address these extreme forms of human rights abuse. 

Romani women and girls are often victims of physical and psychological violence by members of their immediate and extended families. From 58 women (aged 14 and above), interviewed during the current, ongoing research, 31 (or around 53 percent) stated that they were  physically and/or psychologically abused at the hands of a family member, but that they did not report the violence to state institutions because of fear and shame. Only 4 women reported the violence to the police and two of them were investigated by the police. One woman victim of domestic violence stated that women in her community do not trust the police and even if they report violence, the police will not come to the “Roma neighborhood” nor take their claims seriously. I.A., a 52-year-old Romani woman from Bitola, reported that she was verbally abused and expelled by police officers when she went in the police station to report a case of domestic violence perpetrated by her husband. The officer concerned reportedly stated: “You Roma people are always fighting with each other. Go home and tomorrow you will be fine with your husband.”

In light of the above, we would request that the Committee seek answers from the Macedonian government to the following questions:

1. What measures does the Macedonian government intend to undertake to increase the level of trust in the state institutions and to provide protection for Romani victims of domestic violence?

2. What training has the government provided, or intend to provide, to police officers and other relevant state officials to prevent further ill-treatment of female victims of violence when seeking help?

3. What programmes does the Macedonian government current operate and/or plan to initiate, to promote respect for women and women’s rights?

Kosovo Romani Refugees in Macedonia

As a result of the conflict in Kosovo in 1999, several thousand Roma sought refuge in Macedonia. There are currently around 2000 Roma from Kosovo in Macedonia, including many Romani women (around 51%). Macedonian policy with respect to these refugees has been extremely restrictive, with only a very small number of the total refugee population to date receiving refugee status in Macedonia. Most of the group has for significant periods of time been sheltered under a temporary protection scheme. The Macedonian government provides little if any financial support for the group, whose needs are provided for almost entirely by the UNHCR. Even after the elapse of five years – the Council of Europe standard for the time period at which de facto refugees not yet recognized should receive durable long-term residence status – Macedonian authorities have not yet provided the overwhelming majority of Roma from Kosovo with durable status. 

Indeed, on several occasions Macedonian authorities have expelled Romani refugees from Kosovo to Serbia and Montenegro and Kosovo. Ms Bojlije Beriša and her husband were expelled from Macedonia by Macedonian police to Serbia in 2003 and were then forcibly escorted to Kosovo by Serbian police. They subsequently fled to Hungary, where they have since been recognized as refugees as set out by the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. Ms Beriša and her husband have a pending lawsuit against Macedonia at the European Court of Human Rights, relating to the fact that they were subjected to inhuman and degrading treatment as a result of their forcible expulsion from Macedonia. In addition, during field research in Macedonia in May 2003, the ERRC documented the testimony of Ms. D.R., a Romani woman from Kosovo, who plausibly alleged that she had also been expelled from Macedonia by Macedonian police, but who had subsequently fled again and was in hiding among her family in Macedonia. Her testimony to the ERRC additionally indicated that (i) she may have been sexually abused in Kosovo and (ii) she may have fled, in addition to ethnic persecution in Kosovo, forced marriage there. The project partners know of no programmes in Macedonia to address these issues, or even to ascertain whether they may be at issue in causes or reasons for flight.
As such, we would suggest that the Committee raise the following questions with the Macedonian State Party:

1. How does the Macedonian government seek to facilitate the integration of the Kosovo Romani asylum-seekers, and particularly female asylum-seekers, currently in the country?

2. How do Macedonian authorities instruct asylum adjudicators to determine whether gender-related issues (including forced marriage, domestic violence, and/or other matters which might give rise to refugee claims) are addressed thoroughly and adequately by persons reviewing requests for asylum?

The project partners hope that the current CEDAW review of Macedonia’s compliance with the Convention may assist the Macedonian government in understanding the problems that Romani women experience in their everyday lives in Macedonia. The project partners believe the current review process provides an appropriate framework to assist state officials in Macedonia in designing policy and law to overcome the multiple and/or intersectional barriers hindering Romani women from effective access to a range of fundamental human rights. The project partners look forward to continuing dialogue on these matters with the Committee, as well as with the Macedonian Government.

Sincerely,

Azbija Memedova, President, Roma Centre of Skopje (centar@mt.net.mk, ++ 389 2 2618575)

Debra L. Schultz, Director of Programs, Network Women’s Program of the Open Society Institute, Roma Women’s Initiative (dschultz@sorosny.org, 212-548-0162)

Nicoleta Bitu, Senior Consultant, Network Women’s Program of the Open Society Institute (nicobitu@op.pl, 48.500.806.452)

Claude Cahn, Acting Executive Director, European Roma Rights Centre (ccahn@errc.org, 36 1 413 22 00)

Tara Bedard, Project Manager, European Roma Rights Centre (tara.bedard@errc.org, 36 1 41 32 200)

























� Need assessment for the Roma education Fund, Background paper, November 2004, Prof. Divna Lakinska, Zaklina Durmis, Azbija Memedova, Ljativ Demir (pg. 5);


� Ibid.


� According to the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) as well, there are a number of Roma who have lived in Macedonia for long periods of time – in many cases years or decades before Macedonian independence – who have not yet managed to secure Macedonian citizenship. Such non-citizens, often qualified as long-term habitual residents, are frequently individuals born in other parts of the former Yugoslavia, who after the break-up of the country found themselves without proper documents, and afterwards have not been able to acquire them. Various estimates exist, and while the UNHCR has estimated this group to include some 1,000 people based on an informal survey and census data, the actual number may be higher. OSCE recommends to the Macedonian Government to “establish the actual number of the non-citizens, as well as the number of the Roma citizens lacking identification documents, so that adequate measures can be taken to ensure they possess relevant documents” (OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission, Final Report, June 2005, pg. 17; pg.26). 





Statelessness is an issue of such serious concern that it has given rise to two United Nations conventions. In Europe, under the European Convention on Nationality, statelessness arising in the context of state succession is particularly anathema, and is regulated under a separate Chapter IV. This specifies that “In deciding on the granting or the retention of nationality in cases of State succession, each State Party concerned shall take account in particular of:


		a	the genuine and effective link of the person concerned with the State;


		b	the habitual residence of the person concerned at the time of State succession;


		c	the will of the person concerned;


		d	the territorial origin of the person concerned.”
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