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Honourable Commissioner Diamantopoulou, Minister Blinkeviciute,

The European Roma Rights Center ("ERRC") welcomes the publication of Lithuania's Joint Inclusion Memorandum (hereinafter "JIM") on issues related to social inclusion. In a number of respects, the ERRC believes, the Lithuanian JIM represents a valuable step forward in terms of government recognition of issues related to Roma in Lithuania. Therefore, it may be an important basis for future policy, as Lithuania moves in the coming months to prepare its first National Action Plan (hereinafter "NAP") on social inclusion. The ERRC herewith offers the following comments on Lithuania's JIM, which we believe will be of use in the preparation of the first Lithuanian NAP:

Roma Policy in Lithuania

The ERRC welcomes the inclusion of Roma in the Lithuanian JIM as a specifically named group for the purpose of social inclusion policy. However, the ERRC is concerned that policy issues related to Roma may not be sufficiently mainstreamed in the Lithuanian JIM. For instance, neither Point 4.4 "Helping vulnerable groups" or Point 4.3. "Preventing the risk of social exclusion" includes any reference to Roma or any description of policy measures aimed at addressing the situation of Roma.   

The Lithuanian Government has acknowledged the problems faced by Roma in Lithuania by adopting a "Programme for the Integration of Roma in the Lithuanian Society for 2000-2004" (hereinafter "the Programme"), which states that Romani people are not fully integrated into Lithuanian society. The Programme, however, apparently only addresses the situation of Roma in the "Kirtimai" tabor (Roma settlement) in Vilnius, and not other Roma in Lithuania.

In the Programme, the Government concludes that Roma are at least in part to blame for their situation, stating that problems Roma face are due to "their linguistic, cultural and ethnic peculiarities".
 Approaches downplaying anti-Romani sentiment in Lithuanian society -- and therefore underestimating racial discrimination as a factor influencing the situation of Roma in Lithuania -- are worrying. The Lithuanian JIM similarly omits mention of racial discrimination as a factor in the social situation of Roma in Lithuania. The reference to Roma -- referred to as "Gipsies" in the Lithuanian JIM --- under Chapter 2.8 "Ethnic minorities and refugees" follows:

"Integrating Gipsies in society remains a problem. There are about 3,000 Gipsies in Lithuania. Most of them do not have personal identification documents, housing or permanent jobs. Poverty in large Gipsy families is related to unemployment. In addition to that, Gipsy children often start school quite late, or do not attend school at all, so their education is very poor and many of them do not acquire any occupation. Trade in drugs and drug abuse is widespread among Gipsies". 

This view on the situation of Roma in Lithuania differs significantly from those taken by European and international bodies. For example, in its "Second report on Lithuania"
 (hereinafter "ECRI report"), the Council of Europe's European Commission against Racism and Intolerance ("ECRI") stressed that:

"As is the case in many other European countries, the Roma of Lithuania face prejudice, disadvantage and discrimination in many areas of life, spanning from education to employment, housing, health, access to [services…]."
In its Concluding Observations on Lithuania
, the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, assessing Lithuania's record on discrimination, noted with concern that, "despite the adoption of a programme for the integration of the Roma into Lithuanian society for 2000-2004, the Roma experience difficulties in enjoying their fundamental rights in the fields of housing, health, employment and education, and are the subject of prejudicial attitudes."
As the Lithuanian government moves to develop Lithuania's first NAP, significant policy focus should be trained on efforts to combat racial discrimination, as well as to address structural and other forces hindering Roma from full inclusion in society. 

Ethnic data

The Programme acknowledges the lack of statistical data on Roma. The lack of clear and accurate data on the situation of Roma in the sectoral fields addressed under the Lisbon Process is a major concern burdening the Lithuanian JIM. 

First of all, it is not clear on what basis the government has arrived at the estimate, noted above, that there are "about 3,000 Gipsies in Lithuania". Some civil society organisations have noted that this figure may be an undercount. Absent any further information as to the methodological basis upon which such an estimate was arrived at, the figure is unrevealing.
Also, in conformity with the guidelines provided by the European Commission, the Lithuanian JIM includes disaggregated data on various disadvantaged groups, inter alia women, youth, disabled persons. However, it does not provide relevant disaggregated data on Roma. Moreover, the Lithuanian Government has not included in the JIM any information about how or when it intends to remedy the lack of data on Roma in sectoral fields relevant to the Lisbon Process. 

Various intergovernmental monitoring bodies have stressed the importance of gathering disaggregated data on vulnerable groups. For instance, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, in its Concluding Observations on Lithuania
, expressed concern "at the fact that the principle of non-discrimination is not being fully implemented for children living in vulnerable families and in institutions, children with disabilities, Roma children (emphasis added), refugee and asylum-seeking children and children living in rural areas, in particular with regard to their access to adequate health and educational facilities". The Committee recommended that Lithuanian authorities "collect disaggregated data and other information in order to identify discrimination against children, in particular those belonging to the above-mentioned vulnerable groups, with a view to developing comprehensive strategies aimed at ending all forms of discrimination". 

If Lithuania's first National Action Plan is to include effective policy measures to combat the social exclusion of Roma, the current lack of disaggregated data on the situation of Roma in various sectoral fields will need to be swiftly redressed. Also, concerns pertaining to the accuracy of the official number of Roma in Lithuania must be set to rest through the provision of clear information as to how total Romani population figures have been derived.

Health Care

As regards healthcare, the Governmental Programme states that "most Roma suffer from respiration, digestion diseases and tuberculosis." The Lithuanian JIM states: "Tuberculosis remains a serious cause for concern", but does not note this as an issue particular to Roma. The ERRC notes that tuberculosis poses a serious public health risk; urgent measures to combat tuberculosis among Roma should be developed and implemented without delay.

In addition, in its Second Report on Lithuania, ECRI notes:

"The health situation of the members of the Roma/Gypsy communities also testifies to their generally disadvantaged situation. Such disadvantage is linked to several factors such as poverty and unhealthy living conditions, but also reflects, in some cases, prejudice on the part of those providing the service. All inhabitants of Lithuania are covered by obligatory employer health insurance or, in case of unemployment, by the state health care system, free of charge. However, as mentioned above, many unemployed Roma/Gypsies are not registered at the state labour exchange offices and thus, with the exception of children, cannot avail themselves of the state health service free of charge, except for emergency situations. Health conditions among the Roma population are markedly worse than among the majority. Although no official statistics are available, the Programme reports a higher incidence of digestive and respiratory diseases, including tuberculosis, among Roma/Gypsies than among the population at large, and a lower life expectancy. The Programme envisages the allocation of some funding, in co-operation with the Ministry of Health, to address the health problems of Roma/Gypsy communities. However, as yet, little appears to have been done in the framework of the Programme in this field, although ECRI notes that some national health programmes - such as those addressing AIDS, sexually transmitted diseases, drug dependency, and national tuberculosis - explicitly target vulnerable groups, including Roma/Gypsies. ECRI urges the Lithuanian authorities to take the next necessary steps to address the health situation of the Roma/Gypsy community."
The Programme similarly indicates that many Lithuanian Roma lack access to medical institutions because they do not have state-provided medical insurance. Since they are not registered, "they cannot undergo treatment in hospitals", the Programme notes. It is unclear why at Point 2.6 on "Health" (or elsewhere for that matter), the Lithuanian JIM presents no data on the health status of Roma or on the situation of Roma in the Lithuanian health care system, as well as why no measures have been presented in the Lithuanian JIM aimed at overcoming the very troubling exclusion of some Roma from the health insurance system. 
As Lithuania begins, in early 2004, to elaborate its first NAP, serious attention needs to be paid to the provision of clear and accurate data and other information on all aspects of the health situation of Roma in Lithuania, as well as to issues related to the ability of Roma to have access to health care on an equal footing with others in Lithuania.  

Unemployment

Point 1.3 of the Lithuanian JIM -- "Labour market" -- links unemployment with the low level of education, but makes no reference to Roma, despite the fact that “the Programme” explains the high level of unemployment among Roma specifically as a result of low level of education. 

The level of unemployment among Roma is believed to be higher than the national average or of any other minority group, a fact noted by the EU Regular Report 2002, which included "a rather high unemployment level" among Roma on a list of "acute problems" in Lithuania. In addition, Roma in Lithuania have reported that they have been turned away by both private employers and public employment offices, with allegations that such refusals were racially discriminatory. On the employment status of Roma in Lithuania, ECRI notes in its Second Report on Lithuania: 

"Lack of education and training also impact negatively on the employment possibilities of the members of the Roma/Gypsy communities. These possibilities are further limited by prejudice and discrimination on the part of potential employers. The vast majority of Roma/Gypsies are unemployed. Many of them are not registered with labour exchange offices. In some cases, this is connected to the fact that entitlement to unemployment benefits depends on having worked a certain number of hours and that Roma/Gypsies are rarely offered the opportunity of fulfilling this criterion. However, there have also been reports of labour exchange offices hindering registration of Roma/Gypsies."
Point 2.8 of the Lithuanian JIM -- "Ethnic minorities and refugees" -- includes unemployment rates that refer to minority groups, such as Russians and Poles. However, no rates or figures have been included with respect to Romani unemployment. The solution proposed in the JIM for tackling unemployment among Roma is "to implement measures laid down in the National Gypsies Integration Programme". The ERRC is of the view that this formulation is insufficient, since the Programme does not include detailed measures addressing unemployment among Roma. 

The ERRC urges Lithuanian authorities to include in Lithuania's first NAP elaborated details as to how it aims to tackle high levels of unemployment among Roma and  discrimination against Roma on the labour market. Lithuanian social inclusion policy will not be comprehensive unless the challenges Roma encounter on the job market are addressed thoroughly. 

Education

As regards education, Romani children often begin school later than their non-Romani peers. They are subjected to hostility on the part of non-Romani parents, school officials and/or other children. School abandonment rates among Roma are also high.
 The Programme states that only roughly one-fourth of school-aged Romani children in Lithuania attend school. 

Discussing the educational situation of Romani children in Lithuania, ECRI "strongly urges the Lithuanian authorities to vigorously combat all forms of school segregation, an aspect which appears to be of serious concern to the Roma/Gypsy communities." 

By contrast, the Lithuanian JIM takes the following approach: "The biggest problem is with illiteracy among Gipsies. About 31 percent of them are illiterate." Further on, the JIM specifies that: "There are no accurate data but a certain proportion of children under 16 years of age, especially Gipsy children, do not attend basic schools."

The ERRC is concerned that the Lithuanian Government has not described any policy measures aimed at tackling the very serious educational problems which Romani children face in Lithuania, and in particular their segregation in the educational system, noted by ECRI. As the Lithuanian Government moves to elaborate the first Lithuanian NAP in 2004, policy makers must address the problems faced by Roma in the Lithuanian education system, particularly racial segregation, as a core of policy approaches aimed at the social inclusion of Roma in Lithuania.

Housing

With respect to housing, many Roma live in very poor neighbourhoods, inadequately built and lacking basic facilities, such as waste removal and running water. In the Kirtimai settlement in Vilnius, documentation by ERRC partner organisations indicates that there are no asphalt streets or paths, while water from the five pumps is reportedly often undrinkable after it rains. Dwellings in the slum settlement lack basic infrastructure and facilities. Most of these houses have reportedly been built without permits or registration. As a result, their inhabitants are left outside the scope of public services and protection afforded to legal residents. All dwellings are registered under one address, and obtaining official registration is rendered difficult by the fact that many Roma do not possess the necessary documentation.
 Roma in other areas of Lithuania reportedly share similar sub-standard housing conditions. ECRI expressed concern at this situation, highlighting that: 

"[…] in the medium and long-term, Lithuanian authorities should implement measures to overcome the practical segregation of Roma/Gypsy communities as regards housing. As suggested above, moves to change the thrust of housing policy should be conceived and implemented in close consultation with the members of the communities concerned. As an emergency short-term measure, ECRI urged the Lithuanian authorities to ensure that the dwellings of the members of the Roma/Gypsy communities meet, at the very least, the basic standards of adequate housing."

Again, although the Government acknowledges the major housing problems Roma face, and details about low housing facilities country-wide are included, the JIM does not include any policy measure in its sections on housing which addresses the Roma situation. This gives rise to the concern that the authors of the Lithuanian JIM may not seriously intend to undertake improvements to Romani housing, where this is located in slum settlements. 

As Lithuanian authorities move to develop Lithuania’s first NAP, careful attention should be paid to ensure that policies on housing for Roma are mainstreamed and that all Roma factually residing in a given municipality have unimpeded access to all basic services required to realize fundamental economic and social rights.

Social Protection

The Lithuanian JIM notes that the persons with special needs and vulnerable people are not paid sufficient attention. Linguistic/ethnic minorities are listed among others, with no specification regarding any such groups. Further on, it is acknowledged that the key challenge is to ensure the social and occupational integration of "Gipsies" into society. The chapter on "helping vulnerable groups" -- Chapter 4.4. -- does not, however, mention Roma as one of the most vulnerable groups. No reference to Roma is further made when it comes to "income inequality and poverty", despite the fact that the Government acknowledges the high rates of poverty among Roma in its "Programme for the Integration of Roma into Lithuanian Society 2000-2004".

Anti-Discrimination Law

Finally, although the Lithuanian government adopted a Law on Equal Opportunities in November 2003, there are some indications that the law adopted may not meet all of the conditions set down in the Article 13 EU equal treatment directives. 
 In the next period, Lithuanian authorities and the Commission should undertake careful evaluation of the law, to ensure its full compliance with EU guidelines on anti-discrimination law. Lithuania's first NAP should also include details of what other measures the Lithuanian government is undertaking to implement its obligations to ensure equal treatment for all in practice. 

Thank you in advance for your attention to these matters. The ERRC is prepared to provide further information and/or assistance to policy-makers on issues related to social inclusion and the realisation of social and economic rights on an as-needed basis. We welcome further contact with your offices.







Sincerely,







Dimitrina Petrova







Executive Director
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� The Programme for the Integration of the Roma in the Lithuanian Society for 2000-2004, approved by the Government of the Republic of Lithuania on July 1, 2000.





� ECRI Second Report on Lithuania, adopted on 28 June 2002 and made public on 15 April 2003, available at: � HYPERLINK http://www.coe.int/T/E/human_rights/Ecri/1-ECRI/2-Country-by-country_approach/Lithuania/Lithuania_CBC_2en.asp#TopOfPage ��http://www.coe.int/T/E/human_rights/Ecri/1-ECRI/2-Country-by-country_approach/Lithuania/Lithuania_CBC_2en.asp#TopOfPage�.








� Concluding observations of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination: Lithuania. 21/03/2002, CERD/C/60/CO/8.





� Concluding Observations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child: Lithuania. 21/02/2001, CRC/C/15/Add.146.








� According to the Report  "Monitoring the EU accession process:  Minority Protection,  Minority Protection in Lithuania", available at:      � HYPERLINK http://www.eumap.org/reports/content/10/440/html/300/#Education ��http://www.eumap.org/reports/content/10/440/html/300/#Education� 


� See Kučinskaite, Egle Kristina, in Roma Rights 3-4/2002, available at: � HYPERLINK http://www.errc.org/rr_nr3-4_2002/noteb3.shtml ��http://www.errc.org/rr_nr3-4_2002/noteb3.shtml�. 











� See information provided by Lithuania Gay League, available at: � HYPERLINK http://www.gay.lt/article_en.asp?ID=17 ��http://www.gay.lt/article_en.asp?ID=17� 
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