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All across Europe, huge numbers of Roma have limited access to clean drinking water and 
sanitation. This is not a coincidence of geography. It is a matter of societal and institutional 
discrimination. Inadequate politicians and even worse policies force Roma to live in completely 
segregated settlements, where they are discriminated against by local authorities and denied 
access to basic services.

This report summarizes research conducted by the European Roma Rights Centre, between 
2014 -2016, covering 93 Romani neighbourhoods and settlements in Albania, France, Hungary, 
Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, and Slovakia. The findings reveal shocking disparities in 
access to clean water and sanitation between Roma and non-Roma. Regardless of the human 
rights to water and sanitation being recognised by the United Nations General Assembly, this 
report is the first to demonstrate how large segments of Europe’s Roma continue to be sys-
temically denied and disadvantaged in their access to safe drinking water and sanitation. 
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The European Roma Rights Centre is dependent upon the generosity of individual 
donors for its continued existence. Please join in enabling its future with a 
contribution. Gifts of all sizes are welcome and can be made via PAYPAL on the 
ERRC website (www.errc.org, click on the Donate button at the top right of the 
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5 Sewage

The situation with the public sewage infrastructure in Romani neighbourhoods is equally 
alarming. Fewer than 12% of  Romani communities had a functioning mechanical flush toilet 
and drainage systems.87 Many of  these neighbourhoods do not even have a private sewage 
facility and houses discharge the sewage (a mix of  waste water and excrement) to nearby sur-
roundings. Three quarters of  Romani households surveyed resorted to use either self-made 
pit latrines located in some distance from the house or they defecated in the open. The coun-
tries with the worst records in this regard were Moldova, France, and Albania.

87	 A functioning sewage system in some houses in the Romani neighbourhood was reported in almost 13% of  
cases and another 10% reported that they use external chemical toilets provided by the municipality. 
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6 Conclusion

This report provides an overview of  the ERRC’s research, which collected evidence on access to 
safe and affordable drinking water and sanitation in 93 Romani settlements and neighbourhoods 
in seven countries: Albania, France, Hungary, Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, and Slovakia.

A map showing identified Romani neighbourhoods and settlements with limited access 
and problems with quality and affordability of  drinking water, collected by the ERRC re-
search and human rights monitoring is available at: https://www.google.com/maps/d/
edit?mid=zPYT6ATnCdMQ.krFMQRruSZco&usp=sharing. 

The ERRC’s findings revealed that many Roma suffer disproportionately from the failures of  
public authorities to secure access to water and sanitation. Significant numbers of  Roma included 
in the research have no access to running water in their homes. Their water sources are often far 
from where they live, with the burden to secure water falling disproportionately on women and 
girls. These sources are often not tested to ensure their safety and are exposed to a wide range 
of  contaminants, including dry toilets (pit latrines), insect, and wild animals. Roma often cannot 
afford public water service pipes and water charges, even if  they are accessible. Many Roma com-
munities only enjoy access to water thanks to private donations. The ERRC found evidence that 
many Romani households remain without water and sewerage due to discrimination.

The ERRC’s research points out that water scarcity is not a regional but social phenomenon in 
Europe and Roma are disproportionately affected by decision-making processes, which leave 
many people in modern Europe without available drinking water and sanitation. Rather than 
invest in strategic Roma inclusion policies in the areas of  public services and infrastructure, 
European states have opted for a policy of  discrimination and exclusion. Denial of  access to 
clean water and sanitation is intrinsic to this policy. As the UN CESCR has stated “The hu-
man right to water is indispensable for leading a life in human dignity. It is a prerequisite for 
the realization of  other human rights”.88

Recommendations for State Authorities:

●● Adopt laws explicitly recognising the human right to water and sanitation and ensure 
that all people in the country enjoy access to safe drinking water and sanitation;

●● In consultation with relevant academic experts and civil society, develop and adopt an an-
nual work plan that will include specific actions for implementing the human right to water;

88	 UN CESCR, General Comment No. 15. The Right to Water, 2002, Art 1.
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●● In consultation with relevant academic experts and civil society, develop and adopt a 
comprehensive strategy and annual work plan on providing socially excluded neighbour-
hoods with public water and sanitation infrastructure;

●● Make sure that conditions of  housing informality do not prevent people from 
enjoying the right to safe drinking water and sanitation;

●● Adopt policies and allocate budgets for connecting Roma settlements to pub-
lic drinking water and sewage systems;

●● Ensure that an adequate number of  safe drinking water and sanitation facili-
ties is available in Roma neighbourhoods and settlements; 

●● Ensure that the quality of  all alternative water resources, which serve as a drink-
ing water supply, are periodically checked and the quality of  water is guaranteed;

●● Always consider affordability for socially excluded groups when developing 
and implementing regulatory policies on water and sanitation fees and con-
ducting enforcement activities; 

●● Adopt a policy ensuring that people left to use contaminated public water not 
suitable for human consumption should be eligible for price reduction.

 

Recommendations for The European Commission:
 
The European Commission should:

●● Make the necessary proposals to ensure that Union law is brought in line with the UN 
legal framework and recognise the human right to water

●● Propose expanding the applicability of  water-related directives to consider problems 
with accessibility and affordability of  water supply and services;

●● Develop indicators and monitoring mechanisms on social equity in access to water and 
sanitation in member states and task the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) to conduct an-
nual data collection, in accordance with Article 4(1)(c) and/or (d) of  Regulation 168/2007;

●● Earmark funds to tackle limited access to water and sanitation supply services for 
socially excluded and ethnically discriminated groups;

●● Propose a Union-wide approach to solidarity tariffs for water and sanitation services, 
which would (temporarily) support people under the water disconnection threats due 
to payment arrears.
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15.	 Any reported water-related health issues (circle any and all that apply and specify whether 
adult or child or both)? Also, please designate perceived cause (e.g., contamination due to 
bacteria, industrial pollution, etc. and possible sources and proximity to water supply)

●● Diarrhoea

●● Vomiting

●● Nausea

●● Fever

●● Cramps or pain (esp. stomach)

●● Chills

●● Headache

●● Dehydration

●● Other

16.	 Is the water supply close to an agricultural/industrial facility?

17.	 Toilet Type and Access

Roma Non-Roma

❏	 Inside
❏	 External (specify 

distance)
❏	 Flush toilet
❏	 Dry toilet
❏	 Other type of  toilet 

(specify):
❏	 Located near water 

source (specify)?
❏	 other:

❏	 Inside
❏	 External (specify distance)
❏	 Flush toilet
❏	 Dry toilet
❏	 Other type of  toilet 

(specify):
❏	 Located near water source 

(specify)?
❏	 other:

18.	 Access to external water and toilets: safety
□	 Safe
□	 Safe during the day only
□	 Safe for men only
□	 Unsafe (specify + collect incidents)

PERSONAL INFORMATION (Please, document these at the end of  the interview)
●● Name: 
●● Location: (Where is the Roma neighbourhood located – specific region and district, 

is the segregated neighbourhood segregated, at the outskirts, or integrated in the mu-
nicipality; are there mountains or lowlands?)

●● Date of  the interview
Field Observations:
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All across Europe, huge numbers of Roma have limited access to clean drinking water and 
sanitation. This is not a coincidence of geography. It is a matter of societal and institutional 
discrimination. Inadequate politicians and even worse policies force Roma to live in completely 
segregated settlements, where they are discriminated against by local authorities and denied 
access to basic services.
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rights to water and sanitation being recognised by the United Nations General Assembly, this 
report is the first to demonstrate how large segments of Europe’s Roma continue to be sys-
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