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Preface 

 

Emmaus Helsinki ry belongs to the international Emmaus movement which started in 

France and celebrates its 70th anniversary this year. Emmaus Helsinki has worked for 53 

years for social, economic and human rights of the most excluded. The Helsinki Deaconess 

Institute sr has been established in 1867 and since then has produced social welfare and 

health services to ensure that everyone, especially the most marginalized, have the chance of 

a dignified life. The equal participation of minorities is one of the present key priorities for 

the Institute. Emmaus Helsinki has supported mobile Roma in Helsinki area over ten years 

and, in doing this, closely co-operated with Hirundo - the day centre for Roma mobile people, 

run by Helsinki Deaconess Institute. Helsinki Deaconess Institute is engaged in various 

services and projects with a key focus on Roma rights in Finland and in Eastern Europe, all of 

them being implemented together with partner NGO’s or municipal agents. 

In January 2018, Helsinki Deaconess Institute and Emmaus Helsinki contacted NGO 

Organization Drom, to start to cooperate in the field of Roma rights in Vidin. Both 

organizations have been excited about this new initiative and see it as a way to tackle the root 

causes of discrimination, poverty and violation of human rights of Roma in Vidin.  

We have been impressed by NGO Organization Drom’s work as a human rights organization, 

and about its contribution to the Roma movement in Bulgaria, and its impact in Eastern 

Europe through the Roma School Desegregation project. We believe too, that lasting change 

in Roma people’s lives can happen only through the work of a strong local Roma civil 

society, and the genuine participation of the marginalized Roma communities. We also think 

that in working together, we – NGO Organization Drom, Helsinki Deaconess Institute and 

Emmaus Helsinki - can achieve durable results. We believe in education as a path to better 

life not just for the person concerned but also for the family and the whole community. 

Therefore, NGO Organization Drom's choice to focus on education of young people is the 

right one. 

The present baseline study was conducted in the framework of this partnership and was 

financed by the two organizations. The next phase of our cooperation has been the 

development of a second hand shop model in Vidin, which will be opened in May 2019. The 

two organizations applaud Organization Drom’s willingness to find ways to create own 

source of income by starting the second hand shop. In the long run, it will grant the 

organization more independence to make its own choices. 

 

Emmaus Helsinki ry 

Helsinki Deaconess Institute sr 

 



Introduction 

 

The present baseline study of the situation of the Roma in Vidin focuses on their socio-

economic conditions and the challenges in accessing equal opportunities compared to the 

majority population in Bulgaria and outlines the factors and preconditions which may lead to 

improvement of the Roma community’s status. Although the report is not aimed at presenting 

a comprehensive analysis of the situation, it draws conclusions on the basis of facts and major 

events in recent history, prevailing trends and views of a variety of stakeholders that could 

reasonably serve as a basis for recommendations on the design of future project activities.  

 

 
Emigration of Roma from Vidin to Western Europe has been substantial in the past decade. 

Photo by courtesy of Jonah Blumenthal (including cover page photo). 

 

The report discusses the situation of Roma in Vidin against the background of the general 

socio-economic situation in the country in the post-communist period. This background 

allows us to see the Roma community in comparison to the broader society. The comparison 

illustrates that the Roma are not the only group affected negatively by the profound social 

and economic changes in the transition to democracy and market economy. Large groups of 

the majority population also faced worsening socio-economic conditions - material 

deprivation, low income and job loss, deteriorating educational and health status. This reality 

brings home the understanding that the main problems facing the Roma are not generated by 

some specific ethnic characteristics, neither are they the result of ineffective policies targeted 

on the Roma, but they are generated by ineffective mainstream policies in the economic and 

social areas, similar to the problems affecting many non-Roma.  
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The report is structured as follows. The broader socio-economic context is complemented by 

a historical perspective on the situation of the Roma in Bulgaria. It allows to draw 

conclusions based on a comparison between the condition of the Roma today and in other 

historic periods. The historic perspective reveals that Roma have been an economically active 

population already at the times of the Ottoman Empire, while in the recent past - during the 

socialist state system, they have developed as a dynamic community which made a serious 

progress towards their integration in the Bulgarian society. The report provides for relevant 

suggestions for planning future activities through the comparative analysis and the awareness 

about the achievements of the Roma community.  

Objectives and Methodology 

 

On the basis of research, statistics, and analyses focusing on Roma in Bulgaria and in the 

town of Vidin, this baseline study provides insights about the situation and specific needs of 

the Roma community in Vidin. The overall objective of the study is to support the 

mobilization and empowerment of the Roma community in Vidin and to enhance their 

opportunities for full integration in the Bulgarian society through development of different 

participatory initiatives. 

 

The specific objectives of the baseline are to: 

 

 Provide, both, qualitative and quantitative data on the situation of Roma, 

 Identify challenges and constrains faced by Roma in Vidin, 

 Propose ideas for designing a project for empowerment of the Roma in Vidin. 

 

The main body of the data for the report is compiled by qualitative research conducted during 

field visit to Vidin between 23 and 25 October 2018, as well as quantitative research in Nov 

Pat neighbourhood, conducted between November 28 and December 4, 2017 by NGO 

Organization Drom. The research is based on semi-structured interviews with 19 respondents, 

including local authorities, teachers, Roma leaders and members of the Roma community. 

The purpose was to provide insights into the situation of the Roma in Vidin with respect to 

access to education, employment, housing and social services, taking stock of the views of a 

broad range of stakeholders. Ms Donka Panayotova, Chair of NGO Organization Drom, 

facilitated the contacts with all respondents for the study and provided support through 

review of the final draft. Participatory observation was also applied.  

 

The quantitative research used a survey of 120 households (total of 375 persons), conducted 

between November 28 and December 4, 2017 in Nov Pat neighbourhood of Vidin, of whom 

204 female and 171 male respondents.1 Its purpose was to provide data and analysis about the 

situation of Roma in different fields of life – employment, education, healthcare and housing.   

 

For the purposes of the study, the author also relied on data provided by European institutions 

on the basis of surveys among Roma in Bulgaria and in several other EU member states. This 

data provides a comparative perspective on the situation of Roma in Vidin. 

 

                                                             
1 The full research data is included in the report Bulgaria. Conditions for Access to Housing in the Roma Ghetto 

in Vidin, August 2018, available at: http://drom-vidin.org/drom/?q=en/node/156.  

http://drom-vidin.org/drom/?q=en/node/156
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Finally, the situation of the Roma Community in Vidin and the prospects for improving it are 

viewed in the perspective of historic developments, especially events in the post-communist 

period, in which Roma have been key players. The author draws on various documents 

dedicated to these events as well as on his own analysis as an active participant.   

 

 
Interview with residents of Nov Pat neighbourhood, Vidin, 24.10.2018. 

Photo by courtesy of NGO Organization Drom. 

Political and economic aspects of the situation in Bulgaria 

 

Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU in 2007. Along with the other countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe, after the fall of Communism, Bulgaria took a course in political and 

economic terms towards the European and Euro-Atlantic structures and the EU accession 

marked the end of its integration in these structures.  

 

After 1989, the country saw serious changes in practically all spheres of public life. On the 

one hand, the freedom of association, political plurality, free media, and free economic 

initiative were among the first achievements in the 1990s. Along with the positive changes, 

however, Bulgarian society also faced serious negative consequences, especially in the socio-

economic sphere. Bulgaria had a relatively well-developed industry and a modern agriculture 

prior 1990. The regional structure of the economy secured almost total employment of the 

population, including its most vulnerable parts. In the transition to market economy the 

existing economic structure collapsed. Bulgaria lost most of the markets for its industrial and 

agricultural production as a result of which a large part of the enterprises interrupted 

economic activities. For example, in a medium-sized town such as Vidin with a population of 

about 66,000 people, where several industries operated, almost all state enterprises closed 

after 1990.2 Similar processes took place across Bulgaria.  

 

                                                             
2 Interview with Ivan Ivanov, Director of the Labour Bureau in Vidin, 23.10.2018. 
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The closure of the enterprises resulted in massive unemployment. Moreover, the low wages, 

even by the standards in the Central and Eastern European (CEE) region, gave rise to the 

phenomenon “working poor”. Labour migration within and outside the country became a 

dominant feature of the labour market in Bulgaria. The prospect for EU accession towards the 

end of the 1990s turned into a stimulating factor for the overall socio-economic and political 

developments of the country. The partnership with the European institutions during the 

accession process, and the periodic reviews of Bulgaria’s progress towards accession by the 

European Commission, conveyed positive outcomes. The growth of foreign investment 

reduced the levels of unemployment and helped raise the social status of many people. These 

developments gave optimism that the country would follow the political and economic 

development of democratic Europe.  

 

Bulgaria’s EU membership, however, did not carry the expected political and economic 

results, especially for Roma. After the accession, the government slowed down the reforms in 

key areas such as the democratic functioning of public institutions, the fight against 

corruption, and media freedom. Public expectations that the EU accession would reverse the 

negative tendencies during the transition period, did not materialise. A decade after the 

accession, the social status of large groups in society remained low. In 2017, according to 

Eurostat, 38.9% of the population in Bulgaria lived at risk of poverty and 30% lived in severe 

material deprivation.3 By this indicator, Bulgaria ranked first among the EU member states. 

According to Bulgarian trade unions, in the last decade (2009-2018), the proportion of the 

households in the country which live in material deprivation is stably measured at around 

75%.4 In this context, large numbers of Bulgarian citizens, pushed by unemployment and low 

income, migrated to more developed countries in the West of Europe. According to the 

Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in 2011 the number of Bulgarian citizens outside the 

country was over 2 million. The data for 2017 is also worrisome. According to the German 

Federal Statistical Office, only for 2017 the net migration from Bulgaria is 30,000 people.5 

As per data from the National Statistical Institute, the Bulgarian population has dropped 

below 7 mln. people in 2019 and the country ranks 106th in the global ranking, which is a 

substantial decrease over the past 6 decades – in 1955, Bulgaria ranked 52nd in the world with 

with a population of 7.5 mln.6  

A historical perspective on the situation of the Roma 

 

Most historians agree that the mass settlement of the Roma on the Balkans, including today’s 

Bulgarian lands, took place before the Ottoman invasion in the 15th c.7 Some Roma arrived 

on these lands with the Ottomans as part of the army or as craftsmen serving the army. In 

general, the civil status of the Roma in the Bulgarian lands of the Ottoman Empire was much 

better than that of the Roma in Western Europe, where in the same historical period the Roma 

were subjected to persecutions. The Roma in the Ottoman Empire were part of the overall 

                                                             
3 Eurostat. At Risk of Poverty and Social Exclusion EU-28, 2017, available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/news/themes-in-the-spotlight/poverty-day-2018, and Eurostat. Severe Material 

Deprivation Rate, available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/graph.do?tab=graph&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tespm030.  
4 See for example, Confederation of Independent Syndicates in Bulgaria in Trud daily, 2.02.2018, available in 

Bulgarian at: https://trud.bg/кнсб-75-от-населението-у-нас-живее-с-дохо/. 
5 Article in Deutsche Welle, “How many are the new Bulgarians in Germany”, 16.10.2018 (in Bulgarian), 

available at: https://www.dw.com/bg/колко-са-новите-българи-в-германия/a-45905280. 
6 http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/bulgaria-population/  
7 Marushiakova, E., Popov, V. Gypsies in Bulgaria (in Bulgarian), Klub 90, Sofia, 1993, p. 75. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/news/themes-in-the-spotlight/poverty-day-2018
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/graph.do?tab=graph&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tespm030
https://trud.bg/кнсб-75-от-населението-у-нас-живее-с-дохо/
https://www.dw.com/bg/колко-са-новите-българи-в-германия/a-45905280
http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/bulgaria-population/
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social and cultural environment and had their own place in it. Documents of this period 

indicate that they worked in a range of occupations such as musicians, blacksmiths, shoe-

makers, sword-makers, gardeners, farm workers, among other.  

 

During the 19th c., and after Bulgaria’s independence in 1878, social relationships were 

dominated by the process of the formation of the Bulgarian nation state based on the 

Bulgarian ethnicity and including minorities. In that period, the majority viewed Roma as a 

group of a lower standing because they did not bear a national idea similarly to ethnic 

Bulgarians or ethnic Turks in Bulgaria.8 These attitudes defined the policies of the state 

towards the Roma in the period before the World Wars. Unlike ethnic Turks, Roma were not 

targeted for expulsion from the state, but they were gradually excluded from the mainstream 

society, first physically and then socially. These circumstances notwithstanding, the leaders 

of the Roma community in Bulgaria sought the integration of the community in the 

mainstream society. In the beginning of the twentieth century, the strife of Bulgarian Roma 

for socio-political emancipation and integration in Bulgarian society began to assume 

organisational forms.9  

 

After the end of World War II, with the establishment of the socialist state system in 

Bulgaria, Roma became the target of active governmental policies for integration in the 

“socialist nation”. These policies included the sedentarization of around 5% of the Roma who 

were still itinerant; the provision of permanent residence and occupations; establishment of 

primary schools focused on vocational training, based in the Roma neighbourhoods, and 

others.10 Compared to the pre-War period, the overall situation of the Roma rapidly 

improved, the state practically eliminated poverty and a considerable stratum of well- 

educated Roma has emerged.11 According to a representative study of the Communist Party 

in 1980, 88% of Roma men and 80% of Roma women were employed.12 Importantly, the 

state made efforts to create a supportive social environment for the implementation of the 

integration policies, especially by confronting negative stereotypes for the Roma. Alongside 

these positive trends, however, a number of unresolved problems persisted and deepened 

towards the end of the socialist period. For example, contrary to the goals declared in official 

documents, the state tolerated the existence of segregated schools based in the Roma 

neighbourhoods and did not undertake any practical measures to eliminate the segregated 

neighbourhoods.13 Although Roma were affected by assimilationist policies whose primary 

target were ethnic Turks in Bulgaria14, the general advancement of the Roma in education 

and social status had an indirect effect on the enhancing of their identity. 

                                                             
8 Ibid., p. 211. 
9 Ibid., p. 117. 
10 Marushiakova, E., Popov, V. “State Policies towards Roma/Gypsies under Communism”, Council of Europe, 

Directorate General IV, February 2013, available at: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235700092_State_Policies_towards_Roma_Gypsies_under_Communi

sm.  
11 Kolev, G., Bulgarian Communist Party and the Gypsies in the Period 1944-989 (in Bulgarian), Center for 

Public Policies, Sofia, 2010, p. 21. See also Marushiakova, E., Popov, V. “State Policies towards Roma/Gypsies 

under Communism”. 
12 Dimitrov, D., B. Chakalov, I. Gheorghieva. Affirmation of the Socialist Way of Life among Bulgarian 

Citizens of Gypsy Origin (in Bulgarian). Sofia, 1980. 
13 Marushiakova, E., Popov, V. “State Policies towards Roma/Gypsies under Communism”. 
14 A 1962 decision of the Politburo of the Communist Party required the gradual changing of the Turko-Arab 

names of Bulgarian Muslims, Gypsies and Tatars with Bulgarian names. This process culminated in the large-

scale forced assimilation of ethnic Turks and Muslims in 1984-85, known as the so called “revival process”. See 

Marushiakova, E., Popov, V. “State Policies towards Roma/Gypsies under Communism”. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235700092_State_Policies_towards_Roma_Gypsies_under_Communism
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235700092_State_Policies_towards_Roma_Gypsies_under_Communism
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After the collapse of the socialist state system, the transition period saw the withdrawal of the 

state from proactive policies for the integration of Roma.15 This absence of policy aggravated 

the disproportionate disadvantages experienced by Roma as a result of the restructuring of the 

economy. In comparison to the socialist period, after 1989, Roma were hit by high levels of 

unemployment and rapidly decreasing quality of life; school segregation expanded leading to 

high rates of school dropout and low quality of education affecting an increasing number of 

Roma. The transition period which brought impoverishment and status loss for large share of 

the population in Bulgaria, was also characterised by overt antagonism towards the Roma. 

The anti-Roma propaganda by public officials and media led to deterioration of inter-ethnic 

relations and escalation of anti-Roma attitudes and behaviour.16 The indifference and 

condescension on the part of the majority towards the Roma before 1989, gave way to open 

hatred towards Roma during the transition period. 

 

These processes fostered deepening isolation of Roma communities from the mainstream 

society. A common situation in the Roma families was that both parents were unemployed 

and the children attended the segregated school in the Roma neighbourhood. The Roma were 

locked in their own environment and did not have opportunities to meet and communicate 

with Bulgarians and other communities. In the socialist period, the employment of Roma in 

the enterprises and farms had provided a channel for communication with others and 

prevented their isolation from society. Furthermore, the situation of almost permanent 

economic crisis after 1989 forced Roma, who were previously relatively well integrated in 

villages and small towns, to look for jobs in the cities. Due to lack of other options for 

accommodation, migrant Roma have settled in the segregated Roma neighbourhoods. This 

process which continues until today, has led to the re-segregation of thousands of Roma and 

gave rise to multiple social problems. Meanwhile, the number of Roma children in the 

segregated schools also increased, reaching around 70% by estimates of governmental 

sources.17 Although in the beginning of the 1990s, the segregated schools in the Roma 

neighbourhoods ceased to function as special schools with vocational curriculum and were 

transformed into regular schools, the quality of their educational process remained extremely 

low. Roma children were officially enrolled in the segregated schools, but they hardly 

attended classes on a regular basis.  

 

In the years after 1989, stigmatization of the Roma has become a permanent feature of the 

public environment. The emerging free media was a major actor in this process. Already in 

the early 1990s, the term “Gypsy criminality” and the association of Roma ethnicity with 

criminal news reports has become a stable practice in the media. The portrayal of the Roma 

in the media has been overwhelmingly negative, conveying the message that the Roma are a 

                                                             
15 The term “transition period” refers to the period after 1989 when Bulgaria made a transition towards 

democracy and market economy. While the start of this process is indisputable, there is no consensus in 

Bulgarian society over its end. Some people believe that the end of the transition was marked by the 

transformation of the public property into private property; others believe that the end of the transition came 

with Bulgaria’s accession to the EU, still others argue that the transition continues until today because the 

democratic institutions are not functioning properly and the privatisation was unjust for big masses of people. 
16 See, for e.g., Krassimir Kanev. Discrimination and Protection against Discrimination in Majority Attitudes 

and among Vulnerable Groups in Bulgaria. Sofia, 2008, available in Bulgarian at: 

http://www.bghelsinki.org/media/uploads/special/discrimination_effectivenessadregime.pdf. 
17 National Council on Ethnic and Demographic Issues, “Information About Policy of Bulgarian Government for 

Improving the Situation of the Roma Population in Bulgaria (in Bulgarian), 2003, available at: 

http://www.ncedi.government.bg/8.Doklad-Brussels-4.11.02.htm. 

http://www.bghelsinki.org/media/uploads/special/discrimination_effectivenessadregime.pdf
http://www.ncedi.government.bg/8.Doklad-Brussels-4.11.02.htm
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threat to the Bulgarian nation, demographically and as social behaviour. The traditional 

negative stereotypes of the Roma as prone to crime and socially backward, were compounded 

by new ones portraying Roma as parasites who drain the social system and as a privileged 

group which has only rights but no duties. In addition to creating its own racist contents, most 

media multiplied racist attitudes by uncritically transmitting the views expressed by various 

speakers. In 2016, a national representative survey of public attitudes by the Sofia-based 

Open Society Institute, revealed that Roma are the main target of hate speech in the media. 

91.5% of the respondents who have heard hate speech, recognised Roma as its target.18 This 

media coverage reinforced existing prejudices towards the Roma and instigated anti-Roma 

attitudes in society.  

 

While various governments adopted strategies and commitments for Roma integration mainly 

for external use, internally they remained passive to the rising anti-Roma attitudes. The 

notion that the Roma are to blame for the disasters and troubles of the transition period 

enjoyed growing social support and was increasingly used in election campaigns for political 

purposes. Over the years, hate speech towards Roma penetrated the public discourse of 

politicians and other public officials. Anti-minority movements and parties in Bulgaria 

multiplied in the last two decades. While in the first decade of the democratic changes, anti-

Roma speech was contained to marginal political formations, the entry of Ataka party into 

Bulgarian parliament in 2005 set an example of exploiting anti-Roma attitudes in mainstream 

electoral politics which was replicated in the following years. The racist tendencies in the 

country were strongly influenced by the xenophobic acts targeting Roma in West European 

countries like France, Italy, and the UK. These events in the old democracies encouraged 

racist factors in Bulgaria and gave them a new international legitimacy. In recent years, 

political parties with an aggressive anti-Roma rhetoric and anti-democratic elements in their 

programs have been part of the government and their representatives openly stigmatized 

Roma. In the election campaigns in 2013 and 2017, several political parties, which 

subsequently elected representatives in Bulgarian Parliament, and formed the current 

government (2017) used racist rhetoric, instigating hatred towards Roma and other 

minorities. As noted by the OSCE election monitors in 2017, “the campaign tone was 

marred by cases of using racist, xenophobic and anti-Roma and anti-Turkish rhetoric”.19 

 

                                                             
18 Open Society Institute-Sofia. Public Attitudes towards Hate Speech in Bulgaria in 2016, Sofia, 12 July 2016, 

pp. 12-13, available at:  
http://osi.bg/downloads/File/2016/Hate%20speech%20ENG%202016%20interact_final.pdf 
19 Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. Republic of Bulgaria. Early Parliamentary Elections, 

26 March 2017. OSCE/ODIHR Limited Election Observation Mission Final Report, p. 13, available at: 

https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/bulgaria/327171?download=true. 
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Majority of the Roma Community in Vidin lives in the Roma Neighborhood, which has extremely poor 

living conditions, Vidin, 2018.  

Photo by courtesy of NGO Organization Drom. 

 

The instigation of anti-Roma hatred in the public space has caused deterioration of inter-

ethnic relations which manifested itself in periodic outbursts of anti-Roma violent attacks and 

discriminatory treatment of Roma in all spheres of life since the 1990s.20 In the last decade, 

anti-Roma attitudes have prompted massive forced evictions of Roma from their only homes 

in many cities in Bulgaria. 21 Due to the fact that the Bulgarian state did not solve the problem 

with the illegal housing of the Roma inherited from the previous regime, a large number of 

Roma became vulnerable to actions for the demolition of their houses carried out by local 

authorities, often under public pressure from non-Roma aiming the displacement of Roma 

from villages and towns and often witness by positive media attitude. The problem with 

illegal houses which affects about 25% of all housing of Roma in Bulgaria22 has not been 

solved yet by the Bulgarian state despite the fact that measures in this direction were planned 

in all governmental strategies since 1999.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
20 See for example Bulgarian Helsinki Committee. Human Rights in Bulgaria in 2017, annual report, p. 6 and 

pp. 41-53, available at: http://www.bghelsinki.org/media/uploads/annual_reports/annual_bhc_report_2017_issn-

2367-6930_en.pdf 
21 On forced evictions of Roma, see Open Society Justice Initiative and the Equal Opportunities Association. 

Violations of EU Law and Fundamental Rights by Bulgaria’s Discriminatory Treatment of Roma in the Area of 

Housing. February 2017, available at: https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/bulgaria-roma-

infringement-memo-20170214pdf.pdf 
22 Data provided by governmental sources in the National Strategy for Improving the Living Conditions of Roma 

2005-2015, available in Bulgarian at: http://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?lang=bg-

BG&Id=433. 

http://www.google.bg/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiS0ICC9aLLAhWEQBQKHcKvB8wQjRwIBw&url=http://bnr.bg/vidin/post/100303483/za-praznika-i-delnika-vyv-vidinskiya-kvartal-nov-pyt&psig=AFQjCNG1WhZzIeGMYbDdBIdf0BlAf4bwiw&ust=1457039084826095
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Migration patterns  

 

The wave of labour migrations of Roma from Bulgaria towards Western Europe started after 

the fall of the Berlin wall but intensified after the EU accession in 2007 and after 2013 when 

all EU member states opened their labour markets for Bulgarian citizens. A study on the 

migrations of Roma from Bulgaria reveals that Roma follow the main flows of transborder 

labour mobility of the general Bulgarian population.23  Large parts of the Roma communities 

headed to the countries of the Mediterranean, especially Greece, Spain and Portugal, as well 

as Cyprus, Italy and France. Part of the Muslim Roma joined the flows of ethnic Turks 

migrants toward the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany. A study conducted in 2011 by the 

Open Society Institute-Sofia revealed that the primary reason for the migration of the Roma 

from Bulgaria is finding a job. On the basis of a representative sample of 1,100 respondents 

above 16 years, the study revealed that 84.2% of the respondents who had migrated after 

1989, had worked abroad.24 In the host countries Roma migrants from Bulgaria usually take 

jobs in sectors which do not require high qualifications such as construction, agriculture, 

transport, and house services. In their majority, the Roma are part of the established 

Bulgarian migrant communities and in the eyes of the surrounding population in the new 

countries they are invisible as a separate ethnic community.  

 

The people from Nov Pat neighbourhood in Vidin testified for this report that in the last 15 

years the neighbourhood’s population has shrunk from 8,000 to around 3,000 people.25  Lack 

of employment opportunities and lack of means to cover basic needs are the main push 

factors for the Roma to leave the country. Moreover, the growing hostility towards the Roma 

in the public space, including racist stigmatization by politicians, forced evictions, and anti-

Roma protests, creates a feeling of insecurity at home.  

 

In the pre-accession period, the situation of the Roma in Bulgaria, and generally in Central 

and Eastern Europe, has been in the focus of attention of various donor organizations, who 

supported numerous projects for improvement of the situation of Roma. After the EU 

accession, with the phasing out of most donor programs, the Roma population realised that 

they cannot rely on support from the developed democracies and have to cope on their own 

with the hostile environment at home. Although the anti-Roma rhetoric has been a stable 

feature of the public sphere in Bulgaria since 1989, it has acquired a new dimension in 2010. 

The anti-Roma actions of the French President in 2010 have given a free reign of anti-

Gypsyism in the political discourse and the policies in Central and Eastern Europe, including 

Bulgaria. The political elites felt that anti-Roma behaviour can go unpunished.  

 

The Roma interviewed for this report, shared that they were frustrated by their low social 

status nowadays and by the fact that the failed social and economic policies in the country 

                                                             
23 Marushiakova, E., Popov, V. “Gypsy/Roma European migrations from 15th c. till nowadays”. In:  Sigona, 

Nando,  ed.  Proceedings  of  International  Conference  “Romani Mobilities in Europe: Multidisciplinary 
Perspectives”, 2010, available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235698312_GypsyRoma_ 

European_migrations_from_15th_century_till_nowadays. 
24 Open Society Institute-Sofia. Report on the public policies towards Roma and the main issues concerning the 

socio-economic inclusion of Roma communities, Sofia, 26.01.2012, p. 52, available in Bulgarian at: 

http://www.osf.bg/cyeds/downloads/Final%20Report_FNS_26_Jan_2012.pdf 
25 Interview with Ofelia Kotseva, Roma activist, Vidin, 24.10.2018. In Vidin, illegal housing in the Roma 

Neighborhood is estimated at over 40%, as per Organization Drom, relying on official municipal data in 2018. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235698312_GypsyRoma_
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had forced them to migrate.26 They emphasised that before 1989 all of them were employed, 

were able to provide a livelihood for themselves and for their families, and to contribute to 

the development of the country.27 They felt offended by the negative public image that is 

being created for them by some media and politicians in the host countries, especially by the 

ungrounded accusations that they abuse the social welfare systems and are not willing to 

integrate in the host societies.  

 

The interviewed respondents believe that if the economic situation in the country improved, 

many Roma migrants would return home. They are also aware that even today, there are 

certain labor market niches with shortages in labor supply which can be taken by young 

Roma who acquire adequate qualifications. 

 

Roma integration policies and Roma civic activism in the post-

communist period 

Governmental Strategies for Roma Integration 

 

The political transformation in Central and Eastern Europe at the end of 1989 brought hope 

for democratic development in the societies of this region. Roma in Bulgaria saw the 

transition to democracy as a chance for equal participation in the building of a new society 

and as an opportunity to have their identity recognized and respected. In the early years of the 

transition period the Roma issue was almost invisible for the Bulgarian governments. The 

Presidency, was the only state institution in the entire period from 1990 to 1997 which took 

part in discussions on Roma issues, sought cooperation with other state institutions, and 

called for an active role of the state administration in solving Roma problems. The first 

governmental program for Roma integration was adopted in January 1997, just a day before 

the resignation of the government, and it was never implemented. Until the end of the 1990s, 

state institutions did not develop any concept or plan for Roma integration policies; there 

were no funds allocated from the state or municipal budgets for targeted Roma policies. The 

main concepts and funds for Roma integration in this period came from foreign donors and in 

the general case, local NGOs implemented programs and projects designed and funded by 

these donors.  

 

The adoption of the Framework Program for Equal Integration of Roma in Bulgarian Society 

in 1999 by the Bulgarian government was a commitment to engage the state institutions in 

the design and implementation of measures for the integration of the Roma. It was an 

important act because the Program was designed and endorsed by Roma organizations across 

the country and it reflected the vision of the Roma communities about their place in society. 

A few years later, however, it was obvious that the government does not have political will to 

implement the Framework Program. There was no public funding allocated for it and no 

action for the achievement of the goals in any of the Program’s areas.  

 

Several other Roma-related strategy documents adopted after the Framework Program 

followed the same pattern. In 2005, in the context of Bulgaria’s preparation for the EU 

                                                             
26 Interview with Kristina Marinova, Vidin, 24.10.2018. 
27 Interview with Nikolay Assenov, Vidin, 24.10.2018. 
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accession, the Bulgarian government joined the international initiative Decade of Roma 

Inclusion28 and Bulgaria became one of nine founding members of the Decade together with 

several new EU member states from Central and Eastern Europe and accession countries. By 

joining the initiative, the government committed to the development, adoption and 

implementation of a National Action Plan for the Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005-2015) 

which envisaged measures for closing the gap between Roma and non-Roma in several 

priority areas – education, housing, employment, health care and anti-discrimination. In the 

following years, it became clear that the government did not intend to implement these 

measures as it did not use its administrative and financial resources. The main actors of the 

Decade remained the non-governmental organizations who worked on individual, mostly 

short-term projects, funded by foreign donors. In the most common case, when the funding 

finished, the project activities also ended because public institutions did not make any 

financial commitments to continue the work even in cases when the projects developed some 

good practices for Roma integration. While there was no public assessment of the 

implementation of the National Action Plan of the Decade by the government itself, the 

assessment made by civil society organizations revealed that there was no significant 

progress in the implementation of the policies in any of the priority areas.29  

 

The commitments by governmental institutions and local authorities made in area-specific 

strategic documents and local strategies in this period also remained “on paper”. For 

example, the Ministry of Education and Science adopted the Strategy for Educational 

Integration of Children and Pupils from Ethnic Minorities in 2004 and updated it in 2010. 

The Strategy envisaged, among others, desegregation of the Roma-only schools in the key 

Districts of the country, such as Vidin. This goal was not achieved; on the contrary, the 

government did not undertake any normative or practical measures to support the work of 

Roma organizations which implemented school desegregation projects with funding from 

foreign donors. After the withdrawal of the donors, the projects had to stop because there was 

no financial support from either the central government or the local governments. 

Fortunately, in Vidin and in some other places, many Roma parents continued to enroll their 

children in the mainstream schools, without the support of projects, as a result of the 

awareness created by the desegregation projects. However, the successful models of the 

school desegregation projects were not replicated throughout the country.  

 

A 2016 assessment of the Ministry’s policies for educational integration of minorities in the 

period 2010-2015 conducted by the national Court of Auditors, concluded that the goal of the 

Strategy for integration of Roma children in education through desegregation of 

kindergartens and schools was not being implemented by effective measures.30 The new 

Education Strategy adopted by the Ministry of Education and Science in 2015 noted the 

positive results achieved by the non-governmental school desegregation projects but 

                                                             
28 More information about the initiative is available at: 
https://www.rcc.int/romaintegration2020/romadecade_p/17/decade-of-roma-inclusion-2005-2015.  
29 Civil Society Monitoring Report on the Implementation of the National Roma Integration Strategy and 

Decade Action Plan in 2012 in Bulgaria. Decade of Roma Inclusion Secretariat Foundation, Budapest, 2013, p. 

7. 
30 See Bulgarian National Audit Office. Audit report № 0300102415 (in Bulgarian), available at: 

http://www.bulnao.government.bg/bg/articles/obrazovatelnata-integraciq-na-deca-i-uchenici-ot-etnicheskite-

malcinstva-ne-e-efektivna-1670. 

https://www.rcc.int/romaintegration2020/romadecade_p/17/decade-of-roma-inclusion-2005-2015
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concluded that “the process of desegregation stopped and its positive achievements were 

minimized” due to “the lack of a normative basis, lack of long-term financial commitment 

and lack of systematic institutional and public support”.31   

 

The most recent comprehensive government strategy for Roma integration – National Roma 

Integration Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria 2012-2020 (NRIS)32 was adopted in 2012 in 

response to the EU’s Framework for the Development of National Roma Integration 

Strategies.33  Despite the fact that there are significant financial resources from the European 

Structural and Investment Funds that are allocated for Roma integration activities in Bulgaria 

as well as in other EU member states, civil society organizations and monitoring bodies have 

criticized the lack of implementation of the NRIS.34 Five years after the adoption of the 

NRIS, European institutions emphasized the lack of serious improvement of the situation of 

Roma. For example, the data from a representative survey conducted by the Fundamental 

Rights Agency (FRA) in 2016 in 9 EU member states  revealed that there is no improvement 

of the socio-economic situation of Roma in Bulgaria compared to the previous survey 

conducted in 2011.35 According to FRA’s data, 86% of the Roma who were interviewed lived 

with an income which was below the national poverty threshold.36 For comparison, FRA’s 

survey in 2011 recorded that 85% of the Roma respondents in Bulgaria lived in poverty. The 

Roma who reported that they were unemployed in 2016 were 55% compared to 46% in the 

2011 survey.37  

 

In conclusion, governments in the post-communist period were pressured to adopt various 

strategies for the integration of Roma in the context of political processes related to the EU 

accession and membership. The measures envisaged in these strategies, however, were never 

implemented in a systematic and effective way that could lead to a tangible improvement in 

the situation of the target groups. The lack of a meaningful allocation of tasks among 

responsible ministries, the symbolic amount of public resources engaged and the lack of 

appropriate legislative measures required for the realization of some of the goals, and 

demonstrated the lack of political will to realize the commitments in the strategies. The 

escalation of anti-Roma attitudes in society which in part was also instigated by politicians 

and public officials, especially after the accession to the EU, created a public environment 

                                                             
31 Ministry of Education and Science. Strategy for educational integration of children and pupils from the ethnic 

minorities 2015-2020 (in Bulgarian), p. 8, available at: http://mon.bg/bg/143. 
32 The document is available in English at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/ 

roma_bulgaria_strategy_en.pdf.  
33 Communication (COM(2011) 173 final) on an EU framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 

2020, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3Aem0049.  
34 See for example, European Commission. Midterm review of the EU Framework for National Roma 

Integration Strategies. COM (2017) 458 final, pp. 8-11, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52017DC0458&qid=1522237232017. 
35 The EU MIDIS II survey was conducted by the European Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in 2016. It 
is the second large-scale survey (the first one was done in 2008 in six countries) that collected information on 

almost 34,000 persons living in Roma households in nine EU Member States (including Bulgaria), deriving 

from nearly 8,000 face-to-face interviews with Roma.European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. Second 
European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey: Roma - Selected findings, available at: 

https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2017/eumidis-ii-main-results. 
36 Ibid., p. 13.  
37 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). The situation of Roma in 11 EU Member States - 

Survey results at a glance, 2012, p. 26, available at: https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2012/situation-roma-11-

eu-member-states-survey-results-glance. 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/AUTO/?uri=celex:52011DC0173
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/AUTO/?uri=celex:52011DC0173
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3Aem0049
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2012/situation-roma-11-eu-member-states-survey-results-glance
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2012/situation-roma-11-eu-member-states-survey-results-glance
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which is incompatible with Roma integration. Against this background, it is not surprising 

that the theme of Roma integration gradually disappeared from the public discourse and from 

the government agenda.   

Development of the Roma organizations  

 

During the period of transition to democracy Roma activists from several generations, with 

various professions and political views, have all worked voluntarily or in professional 

organizations to improve the lives of the Roma. A number of initiatives organized and 

supported by them were successful and had a positive effect not only on Roma communities 

but on the broader society as well. The Roma movement in Bulgaria is right to be proud by 

the fact that after the political transformation in 1989 it had actively sought a dialogue with 

the Bulgarian authorities for the formation of Roma integration policies. In the early years of 

the transition, Roma intellectuals and community activists who had worked on Roma issues 

during the socialist period, have founded national Roma organizations as voluntary 

associations of Roma people across the country. These organizations made their aspiration 

public for an active participation of the Roma in the political and social life of the country. 

The positions of their leaders emphasised that the Roma are active citizens and have capacity 

to contribute not only for the development of their own communities but also for the 

development of the society. These organizations collaborated with the main political parties 

at the time in both the left and the right parts of the political spectrum and supported the 

election of two Roma in the national parliament, in 1990 and 1994, respectively. With the 

emergence of the professional Roma and pro-Roma non-governmental organizations, which 

were founded with the support of various foreign donors, the influence of these first Roma 

organizations has declined. 

 

Towards the mid-1990s, many new Roma as well as pro-Roma nongovernmental 

organizations emerged with the support of foreign donors – mostly private ones, who started 

implementing Roma integration programs in Bulgaria. Unlike the organizations of the early 

1990s, these were professional NGOs which had resources for activities and public events. 

Although these new organizations collaborated with the older Roma organizations, their 

public strategies were different. They tried to attract attention to the situation of the Roma 

and financial resources for addressing it by focusing on the problems of the Roma, 

emphasising centuries-old oppression and marginalisation of the communities. This 

conceptual shift from the vision of the Roma as a community with capacity to participate to 

the vision of the Roma as a historically oppressed minority which needs help, had a generally 

negative effect on the perceptions of the macro-society. The emphasis on the suffering of the 

Roma backlashed at times of socio-economic crisis which had affected large groups of the 

Bulgarian population, regardless of their ethnic or other identity. It was not difficult for the 

media which had already taken an antagonistic stance towards the Roma, to gradually 

manipulate the picture of the suffering Roma into a picture of a problem-ridden community 

which is a burden for the rest of the society. Instead of solidarity with the Roma, large parts 

of the Bulgarian society, who were also affected by the transition, felt anger towards the 

Roma.  
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Towards the end of the 1990s, the concept of Roma as a marginalized group dominated the 

field. Most of the NGO projects dealing with Roma issues in this period targeted the most 

deprived parts of the Roma communities. Respectively, the bulk of the public information 

about Roma concerned especially this part of the community, creating the false impression 

that the entire community is marginalized and problematic. NGOs working on Roma issues in 

theory had the opportunity to formulate their own priorities through their project proposals to 

donors. In practice, however, donors supported the priorities that they had identified 

themselves. NGOs that had their own vision and formulated their own priorities were an 

exception to the rule, as were donors who were ready to support ideas “from the bottom”, not 

necessarily overlapping with their own. Most often, donors just sought an organization that 

could implement their model projects. This situation, complemented by the fact that Roma in 

leadership positions in the donor organizations themselves were a rare phenomenon, leads to 

the conclusion that the predominant practice in this period was the development of projects 

for the Roma rather than projects initiated by Roma themselves.  

 

After Bulgaria’s EU accession, the predominant part of the donor community withdrew from 

the country and redirected their financial aid to new market niches in Africa and Central Asia. 

Without political and financial support, the role of the civil society organizations in the public 

processes has seriously decreased. Very few Roma organizations managed to remain 

operational as of today and it is increasingly difficult to defend the values of civil society in 

the public space.  

 

Major Roma nongovernmental initiatives 

 

Despite its defects, the NGO model which emerged in the mid-1990s with the flow of foreign 

donor funding to the country, had milestone achievements as well. NGO leaders took an 

active role in discussions on Roma issues, negotiated with the government, advocated for 

Roma policies, and promoted the cause of the Roma. For example, the first policy document 

for Roma integration which transcended the life of the government that adopted it and whose 

strategic objectives were reiterated in several follow-up policy documents, was proposed to 

the government by a Roma rights advocacy organization. The document, mentioned earlier in 

the the report, was called Framework Program for Equal Participation of Roma in Bulgarian 

Society. It was a grassroots initiative and its contents were endorsed by the predominant part 

of the active Roma organizations at the time. After almost one year of negotiations between a 

coalition of Roma organizations with the government, the Framework Program was adopted 

with a decision of the Council of Ministers on 22 April 1999. Grassroots support on the part 

of the Roma communities as well as political support by European institutions was crucial for 

persuading the government to adopt the proposals of the Roma organizations. The 

Framework Program not only identified the basic problems of the Roma in Bulgaria but also 

created a basis for the development of sectoral policies in education, employment, housing, 

and healthcare.38 The most important message of the Framework Program was that Roma do 

not accept being treated as a marginal and problem-ridden community and assert their right to 

equal participation in society.  

                                                             
38 Rumyan Russinov, “The Bulgarian Framework Program for Equal Integration of Roma: Participation in the 

Policy Making Process”, Roma Rights 2-3/2001 (European Roma Rights Centre, Budapest), available at: 

http://www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=1729. 

http://www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=1729
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Vice Prime Minister and representatives of Roma organizations discuss the Framework Program for 

Equal Integration of Roma in Bulgarian Society, Sofia, April 7th, 1999. 

Photo by courtesy of Rumyan Russinov, personal archive. 
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H.E. Petar Stoyanov, President of Republic of Bulgaria, congratulated Ms. Donka Panayotova (right), 

chair of NGO Organization Drom for the success of the school desegregation project and expressed hope 

that the project will become a nation-wide initiative, Sofia, April 2001. 

Photo by courtesy of Rumyan Russinov, personal archive. 

 

Shortly after the adoption of the Framework Program, Roma NGOs undertook to test models 

for the desegregation of the “Gypsy schools” which has been the primary objective of the 

Framework Program in the field of education. The most popular and most efficient NGO 

project started in 2000, in Vidin, organized and led by NGO Organisation Drom, with the 

goal to provide equal access to the Roma children from the Roma neighbourhood in Vidin to 

the mainstream schools outside the Roma neighbourhood.39 The project in Vidin as well as 

several other initiatives by NGOs in other Bulgarian cities – Montana, Sliven, Sofia, Plovdiv, 

Pazardjik, Haskovo, Kyustendil, Berkovitsa, Pleven and Stara Zagora - which followed it and 

had the same goals, were all supported by external donors such as the Open Society Institute, 

Budapest and the Roma Education Fund, Budapest.40 Their activities for the placement and 

integration of Roma children in mainstream schools proved very successful throughout the 

years.41 In the course of twelve years, over 20,000 children in eleven Bulgarian cities were 

                                                             
39 John Tagliabue, “Bulgaria Opens School Doors to Gypsy Children”,  New York Times 12 June 2001, available 

at: http://www.nytimes.com/2001/06/12/world/bulgaria-opens-school-doors-for-gypsy-

children.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm.  
40 Tilkidjiev, Milenkova, Petkova, Mileva. Otpadashtite romi. Sofia, Iztok-Zapad,2009, p. 30. 
41 Krassimir Kanev. The First Steps: An Evaluation of Desegregation Projects in Six Bulgarian Cities, 

Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, Open Society Institute, Budapest, 2003; see also Bulgarian Helsinki Committee. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2001/06/12/world/bulgaria-opens-school-doors-for-gypsy-children.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/06/12/world/bulgaria-opens-school-doors-for-gypsy-children.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm
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supported to leave the segregated school environment and to start or continue their education 

in mainstream schools. Their achievements, both in terms of school performance and in terms 

of degree of integration with their non-Roma peers, have been very high.42 The process 

became publicly popular as school desegregation. Although, the work for school 

desegregation of Roma was initiated and led by Roma nongovernmental organisations, it 

engaged closely various local institutions – local authorities, school management, social 

services, as well as the Bulgarian Ministry of Education and Science. This work was meant to 

become a model which the state can use in order to solve the problem of segregated education 

of the Roma. 

 

 
Roma children in the school desegregation project, Vidin, 2000. 

Photo by courtesy of Rumyan Russinov, personal archive. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
On the Road to Maturity: Evaluation of the Nongovernmental Desegregation Process in Bulgaria, Sofia, 2008, 

available at: https://www.romaeducationfund.org/sites/default/files/publications/bulgaria_deseg_report.pdf.  
42 Rumyan Russinov, Equal Opportunity In Education: Eliminating Discrimination Against Roma , UN 

Chronicle, Vol. XLIV, No. 3, 2007 (01.09.2007), available at: 

http://www.un.org/wcm/content/site/chronicle/home/archive/issues2007/thesolidarityofpeoples/equalopportunit

yineducation. 

https://www.romaeducationfund.org/sites/default/files/publications/bulgaria_deseg_report.pdf
http://www.un.org/wcm/content/site/chronicle/home/archive/issues2007/thesolidarityofpeoples/equalopportunityineducation
http://www.un.org/wcm/content/site/chronicle/home/archive/issues2007/thesolidarityofpeoples/equalopportunityineducation
http://www.un.org/wcm/content/site/chronicle/home/archive/issues2007/thesolidarityofpeoples/equalopportunityineducation
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Roma children in a mainstream school, Vidin, 2000. 

Photo by courtesy of Rumyan Russinov, personal archive. 

 

The pilot projects in Vidin and elsewhere had demonstrated an opportunity to change the 

situation with Roma education which persisted in the so called “Gypsy schools”, i.e. to 

achieve regular school attendance, to avoid early leaving, and to finish classes with the 

proficiency required for the respective level and also provide access to the university system. 

Furthermore, they strongly promoted the idea for the integration of Roma in education and in 

general. Their example prompted the idea for the Decade of Roma Inclusion and for the 

establishment of the Roma Education Fund, an organization which was founded especially 

with the purpose to support the integration of Roma in education in several countries. In 

Bulgaria, the successful implementation of the school desegregation projects helped Roma 

activists persuade the Ministry of Education and Science to develop a strategy for Roma 

education which envisaged desegregation of Roma education across the country in 2004. The 

support for this process was assigned to the Centre for Educational Integration of Children 

and Pupils from Ethic Minorities, which was established for this purpose in 2005. 
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The launch of the Decade for Roma Inclusion, Hungarian Parliament, Budapest, 2003. 

Photo by courtesy of Rumyan Russinov, personal archive. 

 

Another important Roma grassroots initiative was the support for Roma university students. 

The International Centre for Minorities provided scholarships to Roma university students at 

the end of the 1990s. This practice was enlarged with the creation of the Roma Memorial 

Scholarship Program at the Open Society Institute in 2001. With the support of this program, 

the Roma students’ organization Student Society for Interethnic Dialogue, established in 

Sofia, helped more than 5,000 Roma university students and doctoral candidates, including 

over 200 that came out of the Vidin School Desegregation Program. Many of them have 

already graduated and are part of the Roma elite today. 

The Situation of Roma in Vidin 

Demography 

Bulgaria’s population was 7,364,570 as per last census data from 2011, down by over 

564,000 people or 7.7% compared to the previous census in 2001.43 As of 2011, the 

population in the city of Vidin was 48,071, down by 9,324 people or 19.3% compared to 

2001. This is the second highest rate of depopulation for a District in the country. According 

to information by the Director of the Labour Bureau in Vidin, as of 2018, the population in 

the city is approximately 30,000 and there is a steady tendency for internal and external 

migrations.  

                                                             
43 National Statistical Institute. Census 2011. Final Data, available in Bulgarian at: 

http://www.nsi.bg/census2011/NPDOCS/Census2011final.pdf. 
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The Roma population is traditionally the third largest ethnic group in the country, after ethnic 

Bulgarians and ethnic Turks, and its total number recorded by the 2011 census was 325,343 

people or 4.9% of the total population of the country. In Vidin region, the Roma population 

was 7,778 or 7.7% of the total population of the region, according to the 2011 census. The 

precise number of the Roma in the country and in Vidin region, respectively, is difficult to 

define for several reasons. First, due to the stigmatization of the Roma in society, some Roma 

prefer to identify as ethnic Bulgarians during the census. Second, during the transition period 

and especially after Bulgaria’s accession to the EU, a large number of Roma migrated to 

other EU countries for seasonal work or permanently. According to Roma activists, the 

number of Roma in the Roma neighbourhood Nov Pat in the city of Vidin has decreased from 

around 8,000 persons in the 1990s to around 3,000 persons as of 2018.44  

 

National census data reveal that the Roma population in Bulgaria is relatively young and have 

smaller proportion of elderly people. For example, the share of Roma aged 70-79 years is 

only 1%, while their share in the age group 0-9 years is 12%. This demographic structure 

clearly demonstrates the importance of governmental policies for education and integration of 

the Roma. 

Socio-economic situation 

 

The drastic economic decline in Vidin region after 1990 is the main factor defining the 

current socio-economic situation in the region. At least 10 enterprises from different 

industrial branches stopped working in the transition period. Rather than developing and 

adapting the existing industrial potential in Vidin to the market economy conditions, the new 

owners of the former state property enterprises led them to bankruptcy and closure. The 

agrarian reform in the 1990s practically liquidated the existing structure of the agriculture in 

the region.45 As a result, tens of thousands of workers, non-Roma and Roma alike, had been 

laid off. Some of them had migrated to other cities but most of them left the country. Vidin is 

part of the North West economic planning region of Bulgaria in which the migration of 

young people to other regions is among the key shaping factors for the weak socio-economic 

performance of the region. It influences the regional unemployment of 11.3%, which is the 

highest in Bulgaria, almost double than the country average of 6.2% (Eurostat, 2018). After a 

brief period of decline in unemployment from 14.2% in 2014 to 10.6% in 2016, in 2017 there 

has been a rise once again. The employment rate in the North West planning region is the 

lowest in Bulgaria – 57.9%, compared to the national average of 66.9% (Eurostat, 2018). Of 

all 268,600 people employed in the region, 28.4% are employed in industry and construction, 

26.8% are employed in the services sector, and only 8.1% are employed in agriculture, 

forestry and fishing (Eurostat, 2018). 

 

 

                                                             
44 Interview with Donka Panayotova, Chair of Organization Drom, Vidin, 23.10.2018.  
45 Interview with Ivan Ivanov.  
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In an interview for this report, the deputy mayor of Vidin municipality estimated that as of 

2018 the unemployment rate in the city is below 10%.46 The District Administration has 

registered 5.96% unemployment with Roma representing 34% of all registered unemployed 

persons. The differences in the figures provided by various institutions can be explained by 

the different methodologies, the informal sector, and temporary employment. Moreover, the 

number of the registered unemployed is lower than the number of all unemployed due to the 

fact than not all people looking for a job register with the public employment service. 

Overall, it can easily be observed that the economic activity in the region is low and the job 

opportunities are limited. For example, the only job opportunity provided for Roma women, 

who participate in a program for temporary employment, is in the cleaning sector.   

 

According to the data recorded by Organization Drom in end-2017 among 120 households 

in Nov Pat, the long-term unemployed Roma represent the highest share (37%). Thirty-nine 

percent of the Roma adults from the Roma neighborhood work. Yet, most of them (24%) 

have no formal contract with an employer. According to the Second EU Minorities and 

Discrimination Survey (EU MIDIS), held in 2016 in nine EU member states, 25% of all 

Roma (above 16 years old) said that they are employed or self-employed.47 For Bulgaria, 

this percentage was 23%. Only 4% of the Roma in the household sample of the survey are 

pursuing their studies in high school, university or college. Forty-two percent of the 

respondents said that the head of the household has not worked in the past 12 months. 

Another 10% responded that the head of the household worked for 1-2 months, while 11% 

said that the head worked 3-4 months during the past year.  

Access to housing 

 

The Roma neighborhood Nov Pat (New Road) in Vidin is located on the edge of the city. 

Today, it is home to about 3,000 Roma by unofficial estimates. Most of the Roma population 

of the town is concentrated in the Roma neighborhood, which has a primary school, police 

department, polyclinic, dentist, small shops, coffee shops, restaurants, and a nearby 

kindergarten, but it does not have a pharmacy, fire department, social service department, or 

supermarket. Many other services are also missing. The road infrastructure is in very bad 

condition. The Roma neighborhood in Vidin is surrounded by a concrete wall, and the 

largest cemetery of the town of Vidin is adjacent to the neighborhood, which is home to over 

1,000 Roma children.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
46 Interview with Viktor Paskov, Deputy Mayor, Vidin, 23.10.2018. 
47 See European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination 

Survey: Roma - Selected findings, pp. 17-20. 
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Nov Pat, Vidin, 2018. 

Photo by courtesy of NGO Organization Drom.  

 

 
Nov Pat, Vidin, 2018. 
Photo by courtesy of NGO Organization Drom. 
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The conditions in Nov Pat neighborhood of Vidin are similar to Roma neighborhoods in all 

of the 28 Districts of Bulgaria. These neighborhoods are characterized by their territorial 

segregation, which in the case of Vidin as well as elsewhere, is reinforced by a concrete wall 

surrounding the neighborhood; poor communal infrastructure, poor access to communal and 

public services such as running water, electricity and sanitary facilities. Due to the 

remoteness of the Roma neighborhoods from the main parts of the cities, their residents have 

difficulties accessing a number of social services.  

 

Like most other Roma neighborhoods Nov Pat has a high percent of illegal construction – 

over 40% according to 2018 data from the Vidin municipality. The houses were built on 

municipal land without construction permits and without regard to existing construction 

standards. Unlike other Roma neighborhoods, however, Nov Pat has a zoning plan since 2010 

which covers the bigger part of the neighborhood. Also, Vidin is among very few 

municipalities in Bulgaria, which undertook some measures to facilitate the legalization of 

some of the houses in the neighborhood. A decision of the municipal council in 2008 allowed 

the owners of houses in Nov Pat to purchase from the municipality the plots under their 

houses. The practical effect of this decision, however, started to be realized much later – in 

2016, when Organization Drom launched a project to support Roma in Nov Pat to legalize 

their houses. Organization Drom’s project Access to Housing, financed by Open Society 

Foundations in Budapest, provides legal advice and assistance to Roma who want to take part 

in the auctions organized by the municipality and buy plots of land from it.48     

 

Twenty percent of the respondents in Organization Drom’s representative survey in end-

2017 said that they have property documents for their house, obtained over the past few 

years. Most of them have managed to obtain documents before 1989, while another small 

share of 6% have only recently used the services provided by Organization Drom through 

their Access to Housing project. The majority of the Roma households, covered in the 

survey, have no property documents. Interestingly, 46% of all respondents declare that they 

are willing to pay BGN 15 (EUR 7.7) per sq. m. if the municipality offers them an 

opportunity to buy the plot of land under their house. Another 46% declare they will not be 

able to pay, while 8% indicate that they do not know.  

 

The majority of the respondents are worried and very worried (74%) by the threat of 

eviction. Only 13% are not worried at all, which means that majority of the Roma 

understand very well the issue that missing property documents may lead to eviction.  

 

According to the data from the survey conducted by Organization Drom in end-2017, most of 

the houses in the Roma neighborhood were built with bricks (58%), but the majority of them 

are not finished. Some of the houses are in the proximity of electricity grids and others are 

built on areas planned for streets. Twelve percent of the Roma households (average of 3-4 

people) live in homes up to 20 sq. m. while another 19% live in homes up to 40 sq. m. This 

means that every third household lives in one or two rooms. In comparison to national data 

about Roma as per EU MIDIS II 2016 survey, the average number of rooms per person is 0.9, 

which is higher than in the Czech Rep. (0.8), Slovakia and Croatia (0.7), but worse than in 

Portugal (1) and similar to Slovakia and Romania.  

 

                                                             
48 More information about the project is available at: http://drom-vidin.org/drom/?q=en/projects. 
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While half of the Roma households have access to water for cooking and bathing as well as 

their own bathroom, 28% report that access to water is in the yard of the house, whereas 

another 22% report that the access to water is outside of the yard of the house. This relates to 

the fact that a standard sewage system is missing in the Roma neighborhood in Vidin and 

people find it difficult to access water. For 44% of those surveyed, the bathroom is available 

outside of the yard of their house. In fact, these are worse numbers compared to the national 

survey (2016 EU MIDIS II), which reported that 22 % of the Roma do not have water inside 

the dwelling compared to 0.7% of non-Roma. The case is worse in Romania, where 67% of 

the Roma have no water inside their dwelling. 65% of the Roma in Bulgaria do not have 

their own bathroom inside their dwelling, compared to 82% in Romania.  

 

The primary source of light for Roma households in the Roma neighborhood of Vidin are 

electricity from the grid, and candles, paraffin, and wax. Only the houses in the Roma 

Neighborhood that are connected to the electricity grid are registered as legal 

establishments. In that respect, all others are deprived of an electricity grid connection. This 

is valid for 34% of the Roma households, who report using an illegal connection. Another 

large group of 24% of the Roma households use candle, paraffin and wax to light their 

house.  

 

Sixty percent of the households use wood as primary source for cooking, while another 32% 

use gas. Ninety-four percent of the households use wood for heating, which is the cheapest 

source.  

 

Thirty-eight percent of the households use an outdoor toilet with unstable construction, 

whereas 48% use an indoor toilet, and another 14% have outdoor toilet with stable 

construction.  

Access to Education 

 

As of the end of the socialist period in 1989 the educational status of the Roma in Bulgaria 

had significantly improved compared to the beginning of the socialist period in 1944. The 

illiteracy rate among the adult population was reduced from 81% in 1944 to 11% as of 

1992.49 The illiterate population was mainly among the elderly. After the democratic 

changes, the level of illiteracy among Roma started growing, especially among the younger 

population. The national census in 2011 recorded 14.3% illiteracy among the Roma 

population. For comparison, the illiterate adults among ethnic Bulgarians were 0.5% and 

among ethnic Turks – 4.7%.50 While as of 1989 almost 100% of the Roma children were 

included in the educational system, in 2011 23.2% of the Roma children at ages 7-15 were 

not in the education system. For comparison, children who were not at school among ethnic 

Bulgarians were 5.6%, and among ethnic Turks they were 11.9%.51  

 

The survey conducted by Organization Drom in Nov Pat neighbourhood of Vidin in 2017, 

revealed that primary education was the highest level of education completed by 58% of the 

Roma respondents, while 39% had upper secondary education, 1.7% had university 

education, and 1.7% were pursuing a PhD degree. For comparison, 60% of the population in 

                                                             
49 Buchsenschutz, U. Bulgarian Communist Party Policies towards Jews, Roma, Pomaks, and Turks 1944-1989 

(in Bulgarian). International Center on Minority Issues and Intercultural Relations, Sofia, 2000, p. 54. 
50 National Statistical Institute. Census 2011. Final Results, p. 6.  
51 Ibid. 
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Vidin region had high school education; 18% had primary education; and 18% had higher 

education according to the 2011 census data.52 With approximately 9% persons at ages 7-15 

not attending school, Vidin District ranked 12th among 28 Districts in 2011.53 The ratio of 

children out of school was above the average for the country which is 8.75%.54 The 2011 

survey by the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) indicated that less than 20% of the Roma 

respondents from Bulgaria in the age group 20-24 had completed general or vocational high 

school compared to 75% of the majority population.55 The 2016 FRA survey revealed that 

5% of Roma in the age group 16-24, 10% in the age group 25-44, and 11% at ages above 44, 

have not obtained any formal education.56 Early school leavers among Roma aged 18-24 

were 67% compared to 13% from the majority population.57 

 

The deteriorating educational outcomes of the Roma follow the general trend of 

deteriorating performance indicators of Bulgarian pupils in general. The complex reasons for 

this decline are not subject of this report, however, Roma are faced with specific conditions 

determining their disproportionate disadvantage in access to quality education. The parallel 

system of education created before 1989 through the so called “Roma schools” and existing 

until today, does not allow Roma children to have equal quality of education compared to 

their non-Roma peers. A significant part of the Roma population received and continue 

receiving their education in schools based in the Roma neighbourhoods with pupils 

belonging exclusively to the Roma ethnic group. These are de facto segregated schools built 

in the urban neighbourhoods with large concentration of Roma families during the socialist 

period with the purpose of facilitating the inclusion of all Roma children in the education 

system. In the 1960-80s most of the urban “Roma schools” were officially called "basic 

schools with enhanced labour education" and had a special curriculum focused on the 

development of manual labour skills. This curriculum was abolished in 1991 but the schools 

continued operating with a very low quality of the education and poor educational outcomes 

of the children. Moreover, many other schools, located mainly in the small towns and 

villages became almost exclusively Roma over the past two decades with the migration of 

the Bulgarians from these locations. With almost no exception, the quality of education in all 

these schools is extremely poor. According to estimations of the Ministry of Education and 

Science, the Roma who were educated in segregated schools increased from around 50% in 

1989 to 70% in 2003.58 According to EC data as of 2016, at least 60% of Roma children in 

Bulgaria attend schools in which all or most of the pupils are Roma.59 At present, the all-

Roma school in the Nov Pat Neighbourhood has only 40% of the children, whereas the rest 

                                                             
52 Data about the educational structure of the population based on the 2011 census quoted in: Ministry of 

Education and Science. Project “BG -- North West Region. Implementation of the EU Life-long Learning 

Program”, p. 10, available in Bulgarian at: http://lll.mon.bg/uploaded_files/ 

osnovni_pokazateli_severozapaden.pdf. 
53 Ibid., p. 11. 
54 Ibid. 
55 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). The situation of Roma in 11 EU Member States - 

Survey results at a glance, p. 15. 
56 European Union Agency of Fundamental Rights. Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination 
Survey: Roma - Selected findings, pp. 28-29. 
57 Ibid., p. 27. 
58 For a detailed analysis of the findings of different estimates see: Open Society Institute/EUMAP. Equal 

Access to Quality Education for Roma, Vol. 1, Budapest, 2007, p.42-45. 
59 European Commission. Midterm review of the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies. 

COM (2017) 458 final, p. 8, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52017DC0458&qid=1522237232017.  

http://lll.mon.bg/uploaded_files/%20osnovni_pokazateli_severozapaden.pdf
http://lll.mon.bg/uploaded_files/%20osnovni_pokazateli_severozapaden.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52017DC0458&qid=1522237232017
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52017DC0458&qid=1522237232017
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study in the mainstream schooling system. This is an impact from the Vidin School 

Desegregation Program, run by NGO Organization Drom between 2000 and 2015. 

 

In fact, the initiative of Organization Drom in Vidin successfully countered the tendency for 

exclusion of Roma children from the mainstream education system through their education in 

segregated schools. The school desegregation project in Vidin which aimed at providing 

access to quality education for Roma children in the mainstream school system outside the 

Roma neighbourhood, is a unique initiative not only in Bulgaria but also in Central and 

Eastern Europe. Organization Drom created and implemented the Vidin Model for School 

Desegregation which includes: providing information and motivation work among Roma and 

non-Roma parents; negotiating the enrolment of Roma children with schools outside the 

Roma neighbourhood and preparation of enrolment plans together with the school 

administrations; providing organized bus transportation of the Roma children from their 

neighbourhood to the schools in the town; monitoring of the performance of Roma children at 

school and offering extracurricular tutoring support to those who need to catch up with their 

peers; organizing intercultural activities with the goal of fostering tolerance in the school 

environment; providing qualification courses for teachers, who work in multicultural 

environments; launching human rights campaigns for tolerance; and working closely with 

local authorities and media.  

 

After the model of Organization Drom was successfully tested in the course of one school 

year, Roma organizations in several other towns in Bulgaria replicated it facilitating the 

transition of several thousand Roma children from the Roma-only schools to schools 

frequented by ethnic majority pupils and supporting the Roma to integrate in the new schools. 

The successful realization of the school desegregation projects in Bulgaria was the foundation 

for the concept of the Decade of Roma inclusion, an international initiative launched by the 

Open Society Foundations and the World Bank in 2005. Part of this initiative was the 

establishment of the Roma Education Fund. The public debate about the desegregation of 

Roma education prompted by the school desegregation projects also informed 

recommendations concerning the education of Roma which were formulated by the European 

institutions towards the governments of the EU member states.60 The Vidin School 

Desegregation project was replicated in countries throughout Central and Eastern Europe 

(Hungary, Romania, Serbia, Macedonia, etc.). 

 

Based on the results of the school desegregation projects, the Bulgarian Ministry of 

Education and Science adopted two strategies, in 2004 and 2010, respectively, which 

elaborated measures for desegregation of Roma education, among other measures for 

integration in education.61 As regards Roma integration, the school desegregation projects are 

probably unique among the initiatives of civil society organizations in their impact on the 

policies of the public institutions.     

 

The positive effects of the integrated education on the educational achievement of Roma 

children who participated in the school desegregation projects was established in research 

conducted by independent researchers and the Bulgarian Ministry of Education and Science. 

                                                             
60 See for e.g. European Parliament resolution on the situation of the Roma in the European Union 2005, 

adopted on 28 April 2005, available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-

//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2005-0151+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN 
61 Ministry of Education and Science. Strategy for educational integration of children and pupils from the ethnic 

minorities 2015-2020, available in Bulgarian at: https://www.mon.bg/bg/143 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2005-0151+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2005-0151+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
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It was also acknowledged by the Ministry of Education and Science in its second strategy for 

the integration of Roma children in education, adopted in 2015. Interviews with parents of 

children who participated in the project conducted for this report, cast light on their 

perception of the positive impact. Angel Donkin, representative of the Vidin regional branch 

of the Ministry of Education and Science, stated that the Roma children had equal 

opportunities for quality education with ethnic Bulgarian children; moreover, since they 

started going to school together with ethnic Bulgarian children, the Roma children became 

more confident and were not shy about their ethnic origin.62 Tsvetanka Lazarova stated that 

the school desegregation projects challenged the stereotype that education is not a value for 

the Roma.63 The motivational work with Roma parents involved them in the process of 

education of their children, and Roma parents became an important factor for the success of 

their children at school. Bulgarian parents, on the other hand, realized that the participation of 

Roma pupils in the class does not deteriorate the quality of the teaching, and after a few years 

they seemed to accept the idea that non-Roma and Roma children can go to the same school. 

Many Roma parents in Vidin, following the example of their children, enrolled back to 

school to finish their high school education. Organization Drom provided donor funds to set 

up training programs for Roma adults and over 300 people have benefited for a period of a 

decade since 2002. 

 

Unfortunately, the growing migration from Vidin, and the other cities, especially since 2013, 

has undermined to a certain extent the results achieved with the school desegregation 

projects. According to people interviewed for this report, parents migrated and left their 

children to the care of grandparents.64 This situation weakened the control on the children and 

had a negative impact on their educational achievement. In other instances, parents migrated 

together with their children, who had to adapt to a new school environment abroad. The 

segregated school in Nov Pat neighborhood is still operating and according to its official 

records, the school educates 400 Roma children a year. Around 600 Roma children are 

enrolled in various schools outside the Roma neighborhood in Vidin, as per estimates of 

Organization Drom. These figures indicate that the systematic work of Organization Drom in 

the community has increased parents’ awareness about the importance of quality education 

and stimulated their choice of the mainstream schooling system. This process continues until 

today even though the school desegregation project has stopped in 2015.65 In conclusion, the 

school desegregation process in the country provided evidence that the Roma organizations, 

activists and communities, are active and can be agents of positive changes.    

 

 
The Vidin Desegregation Model is famous throughout Europe.  

Photo by courtesy of NGO Organization Drom. 

                                                             
62 Interview with Anguel Donkin, Vidin, 24.10.2018. 
63 Interview with Tsvetanka Lazarova, Vidin, 24.10.2018. 
64 Interview with Yulia Georgieva, teacher in High School Tsar Simeon Veliki, Vidin, 23.10.2018. 
65 Ibid. 
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Access to Healthcare 

 

A number of studies have revealed that Roma in Bulgaria suffer from poorer health and 

unhealthier living conditions compared to the majority population. Evidence suggests that life 

expectancy of the Roma population is about 10 years shorter compared to the non-Roma 

population.66 A range of socio-economic conditions, especially poverty, poor housing, 

isolation and marginalization, predetermine these outcomes. The health status of Roma is 

aggravated by serious problems with access to healthcare. A major structural barrier for 

access of Roma to healthcare is the exclusion of significant numbers of Roma from 

compulsory health insurance coverage. Without health insurance, all medical services, except 

emergency ones, are paid by the patient. Roma who are long-term unemployed or have 

informal employment are not ensured by employers or other social services; low income is a 

problem for them to cover health insurance from their own budgets. According to data from 

the EU MIDIS II survey in 2016, 55% of the Roma in Bulgaria who were surveyed were not 

included in the national health insurance system.67 For comparison, in 2016, the total number 

of Bulgarian citizens without health insurance was 18.8%. The FRA study in 2011 in 11 EU 

member states showed that 59% of Roma women in Bulgaria did not have health insurance, 

compared to 57% of Roma men and 22% of non-Roma women.68  

 

The problem of exclusion of large numbers of Roma from health insurance was recognized 

in several government documents dealing with Roma integration, most recently in the 

National Roma Integration Strategy of Republic Bulgaria 2012-2020, but the measures 

envisaged in these documents were not implemented by the government. Moreover, the 

amendment of the Healthcare Act in 2015, has increased social inequalities in access to 

healthcare, by introducing a higher financial burden for the recovery of the health insurance 

status of persons who had failed to pay their dues and had been excluded from the system.  

 

Roma as well as the majority of non-Roma with low income are also negatively affected by 

the high percent out-of-pocket payments for healthcare. In 2015, patients in Bulgaria had 

paid 48% of all costs for healthcare which is the highest rate in the European Union where 

the average out-of-pocket payment was 15%.69   

 

The majority of the households in Nov Pat neighborhood which were surveyed by 

Organization Drom in end-2017 responded that they cannot afford professional medical 

treatment for non-serious illnesses (53%) nor for serious illnesses (60%). When asked what 

they think about the situation in the Roma neighborhood regarding medical treatment, an 

even higher percentage indicated that people cannot afford such services, 79% for non-

serious illnesses and 84% for serious illnesses.  

                                                             
66 Frazer, H., Marlier, E. Promoting the Social Inclusion of Roma. Synthesis Report. European Commission, 

December 2011, p. 30. 
67 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination 

Survey. Roma – Selected Findings. FRA, 2016. Pp. 29-30. 
68 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). Discrimination against and Living Conditions of 
Roma Women in 11 EU Member States. FRA 2014, стр. 29. 
69 European Commission. State of Health in the Eu. Bulgaria: Country Health Profile 2017, available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/state/docs/chp_bulgaria_english.pdf 



Page | 33  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Based on the interviews for this report and the data from national statistics, surveys and 

reports, as well as qualitative research, focusing on the situation of Roma, we can draw 

several conclusions. After the economic collapse during the transition to democracy which 

was characterised by the closure of major industries in the country, including in the town of 

Vidin, Roma like many other Bulgarian citizens were laid off and faced great difficulties to 

find means for their livelihood. Roma were more vulnerable in the new situation because they 

had generally lower levels of education, and because existing social prejudices turned into a 

wave of racism and discrimination after 1989. At the same time, governments after 1989 did 

not make a meaningful effort to improve the situation of Roma either through mainstream 

social policies or through targeted Roma integration policies. Over the years, unchecked by 

the government, anti-Gypsyism in the public and media environment has been escalating. 

These factors prompted the large-scale migration of Roma from all over the country, 

including Vidin, towards other European Union countries. According to the people 

interviewed for this report, the migration trend is not reversed and people are still leaving the 

country in search for job opportunities.  

 

Some developments in recent years might lead to positive outcomes for the economic 

development of the town of Vidin. For example, the government plan for the development of 

the North West economic planning region for the period 2014-2020, which includes Vidin, 

envisages targeted investment for the achievement of several strategic goals such as 

development of a competitive economy, development of the human capital, and sustainable 

growth through the development of infrastructure.70 Yet, this is strongly challenging given 

the tendency in Bulgaria to develop excellent government and local strategies and action 

plans which are not backed up by financial and political commitments, thus failing in 

implementation. 

 

The development of the Roma community throughout its history as well as the organized 

efforts of the community to escape the trap of low quality, segregated education in the last 

two decades are also a source of optimism that the negative trends might be reversed. 

Historically, the Roma community in Bulgaria and in Vidin, in particular, has been an 

integral part of the social and economic processes of the country. During the socialist period, 

the prevailing part of the Roma population was employed and contributed to the development 

of the country. In the democratic period, the initiative for school desegregation organized by 

Organization Drom had a positive impact on the educational achievement of several thousand 

Roma children and improved their chances on the labour market. With these preconditions in 

place, it can be assumed that the Roma population in Vidin, especially young Roma, have 

reasonable chances to integrate on the labour market if they are provided with adequate 

support.  

 

 

                                                             
70 Council of Ministers of Republic Bulgaria. Regional Plan for the Development of the North West Planning 

Region 2014-2020, available in Bulgarian at: http://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?lang=bg-

BG&Id=868. 

http://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?lang=bg-BG&Id=868
http://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?lang=bg-BG&Id=868
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Despite the overall slow economic development of the country, there are some spheres and 

sectors which are more advanced and currently experience a deficit of labour force. Such are 

the health services, the tourism and the IT sectors. Prolet Geogieva from the Vidin District 

administration confirmed that the analyses and forecasts of the District Administration 

indicated an increased labour demand in these spheres.71 The targeted support for workers in 

these sectors may ensure jobs for young Roma in short- and mid-term perspective. The policy 

recommendations for future action follow this logic. The activists and other people from the 

Roma community interviewed for this report stated that such support would be timely and 

appropriate.  

 

Recommendations: 

 

In a short-term perspective, it is proposed:  

 Six-month professional training for personnel in the tourism sector such as cooks, 

waiters, room service, etc. This sector is relatively well developed and experiences a 

shortage of labor, which are objective preconditions for the quick recruitment of 

people with relevant qualification; 

 Nine-month professional training for workers in the health sector such as paramedics, 

healthcare assistants, home health aides, and others. The healthcare system in 

Bulgaria also experiences shortage of professional personnel at various levels and 

could provide job opportunities.  

 

In a mid-term perspective, targeted support is proposed for professional training of Roma 

women for medical nurses. This support may include professional orientation, provision of a 

scholarship for living expenses and payment of tuition fee.  

 

In a long-term perspective, it is proposed: 

 Professional orientation and university training of Roma youth in pedagogy. Recent 

analyses show that the majority of practicing teachers are close to pension age and the 

shortage of teachers, especially outside Sofia is already a fact.  

 Professional orientation and training of Roma young people for recruitment in the IT 

sector. This is one of the fastest growing sectors in Bulgaria, which has a huge labor 

shortage.  

 

The approach we propose has several positive aspects: Firstly, we propose the qualification of 

Roma youth in professions which are and will be in huge demand in the near future according 

to economic forecasts. Secondly, we propose professional realisation of young Roma in 

mainstream rather than Roma-specific areas, which is a precondition for their long-term 

engagement. Finally, according to the people interviewed for this report, many Roma who 

have migrated, could consider returning to Bulgaria if they have a prospect for a decent 

employment.  

 

 

 

                                                             
71 Interview with Prolet Georgieva, Vidin, 24.10.2018.  
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List of people interviewed (October 23-25, 2018) 

 

1. Angel Donkin, Head of the Regional branch of the Ministry of Education and Science 

2. Assen Mitkov, Romani activist 

3. Biliana Kostova, lawyer, Organization Drom  

4. Donka Panayotova, chair of Organization Drom 

5. Eli Dimitrova Romani activist 

6. Galia Pavlova, expert in the Regional branch of the Ministry of Education and 

Science 

7. Ivan Stanev teacher Petko Rachev Slaveykov school 

8. Ivan Ivanov, Director of the labour bureau   

9. Jonah Blumental, Fulbright volunteer at Organization Drom 

10. Julia Gerogieva, teacher, Tsar Simeon Veliki school 

11. Kalin Ivanov, Organization Drom 

12. Kristina Marinova, Romani activist 

13. Nikolay Assenov, Roma from the Nov Pat neighborhood 

14. Ofelia Kotseva, Romani activist 

15. Prolet Georgieva, expert at the Regional Administration of Vidin Region 

16. Tiana Brownen, Fulbright volunteer at Organization Drom 

17. Tania Kaltseva, lawyer, Organization Drom 

18. Tsvetanka Lazarova, Roma woman form Nov Pat neighborhood 

19. Viktor Paskov, Deputy mayor of Vidin Municipality. 
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About NGO Organization Drom 
 

 
Ms. Donka Panayotova,  

Chair of NGO Organization Drom. 

 

Human of the Year (2009) 

 

NGO Organization Drom is a non-governmental organization, established in September 

1997. It is headquartered in Vidin, Bulgaria. 
 

Mission: Help the integration of Roma within Bulgarian society, thus supporting the process 

of democratization and European integration.  
 

Vision: World without Roma illiteracy and poverty.  
 

Goals:  

✓ Monitor and report the human rights situation of Roma in Bulgaria;  

✓ Provide legal aid for Bulgarian citizens of Roma origin in cases of infringement of 

their human rights;  

✓ Promote integration through education and access to quality education for Roma and 

distribute information for cases in which the human rights of Roma are violated;  

✓ Act as social mediator between Roma and the local authorities, on one hand, and 

Roma and the rest of the residents of the Vidin region, on the other;  

✓ Coordinate with other NGOs working for the integration of Roma within Bulgarian 

society and promote the Roma ethno-culture in order to create tolerant attitude 

towards Roma.  

 

Dimensions of interest: Access to Housing for Roma, Human Rights Advocacy and Legal 

Protection, Education, Media, Innovation and Entrepreneurship. 

 

Most significant impact to date: We piloted the Roma School Desegregation project in 

2000, attracting 100 Roma children, whom we provided equal access to quality education in 

the mainstream schooling system of Vidin. So far, we have supported over 4,000 Roma 

children from kindergarten until their high school graduation. Over 200 Roma children from 

our Program have entered universities and colleges. Our Vidin Desegregation Model spread 

throughout Bulgaria, whereas ten countries in Eastern Europe followed our example. 

 

Website: http://drom-vidin.org/  
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