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FOREWORD

This study is assigned by the Open So-
ciety Institute’s making the Most of EU 
Funds for Roma (MtM) initiative and the 
World Bank to support the Bulgarian 
Government in formulating a successful 
policy for Roma inclusion, in a moment of 
intense efforts to identify workable strat-
egies and approaches with regard to the 
equal integration of Roma.

This study is meant to serve the develop-
ment of better policies for the integration 
of the Roma and in particular to inform 
the planning for the use of EU structural 
funds. 

The methodology of the study includes 
a preliminary review of documenta-
tion and rapid appraisal methods – fo-
cus groups and semi-structured inter-
views with representatives of the local 
authorities, non-governmental sector, 
governmental institutions, experts and 
citizens from the Roma suburbs in Plo-
vdiv, Peshtera, Perushtitsa, Kaspichan, 
Shumen, Novi Pazar, Kavarna, Razgrad, 
Kyustendil and Sofia 1.

The team carried out the study, expresses 
its sincere gratitude to all government of-
ficials, experts and NGO representatives, 
who have participated in the discussions 
in the work groups for identification of 
good practices and to all respondents 
for the kindly provided materials and 
valuable advices. The good practices de-
scribed in this document are selected by 
the team and submitted for review and 

1 For the rendering of Bulgarian names into Latin the rules of 
the Transliteration Law have been followed (SG 19 from March 
13th 2009).

evaluation of experts and citizens inter-
ested in the development of the policies 
for Roma integration. Some of the best 
practices were recommended by experts 
from the public administration, local au-
thorities and NGOs.

The team realizes that despite recent 
broad consultative process for the selec-
tion of additional good practice, perhaps 
there are other existing or completed 
projects, programs and practices, includ-
ing projects financed by EU Structural 
Funds, which deserves to be described 
and to take their place in this study. Our 
idea was not to make an exhaustive cata-
logue of the good practices, but only to 
point out several convincing examples 
that such practices exist, that may and 
should be invested in the future.

The stocktaking will provide policy-
makers with a body of knowledge about 
what has worked well in the past either 
in Bulgaria and Slovakia or other member 
states, and where challenges still lie. The 
overall aim of this assignment is to) help 
countries prepare their national Roma 
integration strategies based on the EU 
framework and ii) help them in better 
programming and using the structural 
funds.

As one of the most vulnerable, marginal-
ized and probably most important – the 
largest ethnic minority in Europe, Roma 
have been recognized as targeted by a 
number of development initiatives by 
non-governmental organizations, the Eu-
ropean Commission, national authorities 
and international bodies. The Decade of 
Roma Inclusion, launched in 2005 with 
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sponsorship from a number of donors 
(including and initiated by the Open So-
ciety Institute and World Bank), and the 
Roma Education Fund have reported for 
successful initiatives that have increased 
access to and/or quality of non-segre-
gated education, employment, hous-
ing and health for Roma groups. At the 
same time, many of these initiatives have 

neither become part of sustainable pro-
grams nor have been mainstreamed into 
strategic inclusion policies.

This study contains overview and analy-
ses of existing Bulgarian good practices 
for Roma inclusion in the areas of Hous-
ing, Employment (Income generation), 
Health care, Education, Good gover-
nance.
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SUMMARY

The EU, and Bulgaria in particular, has 
a wide spectrum of policy tools and 
mechanisms, including legislation, coor-
dination and funding, that could be fur-
ther developed and activated with the 
purpose to promote the social inclusion 
of Roma. There is a common agreement 
among different stakeholders and key 
players that in spite of the high political 
attention to the issue, European policies 
both at the EU and national level do not 
seem to have impacted Roma communi-
ties to the intended scope. Hence there 
is an urgent need to bring together ex-
isting actors, institutional means and 
existing pools of experience with a view 
to elaborating coherent strategies and vi-
able instruments.

Despite the variety of national and in-
ternational strategic and operational 
documents, a comprehensive policy for 
integration of Roma is still missing: the 
approved documents are a solid ground 
for such a policy, however adequate tar-
geted actions for its implementation are 
still not in place. The systematic docu-
ments in most cases remain with no ac-
tion because of different reasons, most of 
them due to lack of financial instruments 
available, capacity on behalf of institu-
tions at national and local level, negative 
majority attitude towards affirmative ac-
tions, lack of will and resources on the 
side of the Roma community itself. Of-
ficial authorities should be explicit and 
definitive when developing and adopt-
ing documents for integration of Roma, 
especially when it comes to financial 
back-up for the implementation of the 

intended activities.

Roma integration initiatives should not 
be done without the active involvement 
of the Roma themselves. This is not only 
to make the Roma more aware or respon-
sible while having a sense of ownership, 
but also to reflect their opinion and make 
them equal participants at all stages of 
planning and implementation.

There is a lack of continuity/succession 
between political role players. Every new 
government – national or local, is hardly 
recognizing the work that has been done 
by the previous one and everything starts 
from the beginning, disregarding the 
achieved results and the lessons learnt. 
Strategic documents and operational 
plans should be recognized by each and 
every government that comes into pow-
er. It is not very practical to develop and 
redevelop new strategic and operational 
documents each 4 years, unless this is be-
ing done by intention with the purpose 
to imitate awareness and political will. In 
this respect long-term initiatives like the 
Roma Decade have played a positive role 
insisting on multiyear planning and com-
mitment to the achievement of strategic 
targets. But it will be an exaggeration to 
say that they have brought real continuity 
in Roma integration policies and commit-
ments continued to be too general, their 
implementation inconsistent while mon-
itoring was non-systematic and without 
much stake. The hope now is that the EU 
driven National Roma Integration Strate-
gies will change the picture.

Despite the fact that central authorities 
are the ones who are only able to fund 
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large national programme that could af-
fect in a tangible way the situation of the 
Roma this has not yet happened. This is 
the reason why most of the described 
good practices are driven by NGOs and 
are tied to a specific location. It appears 
also that initiatives where the NGOs and 
local authorities are partnering are more 
successful, despite the fact that partner-
ship may be difficult to maintain.

In „Iztok“ Roma residential district of the 
town of Kyustendil, for a period of 8 years, 
the ADRA Foundation has accommodated 
Roma households in a total number of 27 
single family houses. This initiative began 
in 2002 and unfolds in several waves in ac-
cordance with the available resources and 
opportunities. Last 6 houses were opened 
in 2010.

At the stage of selecting the households 
which are to be accommodated in the hous-
es, a Neighbourhood council of local activ-
ists was created who discuss the criteria 
for selecting beneficiaries. When selecting 
the newcomers, there prevails the opinion 
that not necessarily the most marginalized 
families are most suitable for accommoda-
tion in the new homes, but those who are 
more likely to follow the rules, i.e. to pay the 
rental regularly and to protect the property. 
This is one of the major limitations of the 
practice, which doesn’t reach (and has no 
ambition to reach) to the most vulnerable 
members of the Roma community. A key 
role in this approach plays the proper selec-
tion process, which has been delegated to 
the community leaders.

The selected tenants are obliged to work on 
the construction of the houses. The Neigh-

bourhood council is committed to super-
vise also the regular payment of the rental 
and the management of the property. The 
community pressure to “observe the rules” 
is strong, as evidenced by the fact that there 
are families who are forced to leave the in-
habited house due to breach of the agreed 
conditions. ADRA Foundation strives to 
minimize these risks, while continuing to 
provide comprehensive support by various 
forms to the accommodated families.

The majority of the population of the “Iz-
tok” Roma residential district is members 
of a protestant denomination, which repre-
sentative is also the ADRA Foundation. The 
shared values that contribute for creation 
of a strong sense of community identity 
and high levels of social capital are proba-
bly one of the reasons for greater stability of 
the pilot practice in Kyustendil in compari-
son with other similar initiatives 2. ADRA 
Foundation, through its permanent repre-
sentatives in the community, manages to 
compensate also the lack of concomitant 
social work, which explains the failures in 
other similar initiatives.

The health mediators’ practice is a typical 
example of mediation, which is a broad 
generic concept applicable in many dif-
ferent fields. The mediator in the most 
general sense is somebody bridging 
gaps between agencies or service pro-
viders and their clients due to commu-
nication problems including language 
barriers, low access to information, dis-
crimination, disempowerment or any 
other reason. Mediation can be a relief to 
some disadvantages but generally is un-

2 For the strong socializing and uniting role of Evangelistic 
Roma churches see (Slavkova: 2007).
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able to solve structural problems within 
the corresponding system. 

In Bulgaria, the model „Health mediator 
in the community“ was introduced in 
2001 by the „Minorities Health Problems“ 
Foundation’s team. Then the “Introduc-
ing a system of Roma-mediators” project 
was implemented experimentally – an 
effective model for improving the Roma 
access to the health and social services“ 
in „Iztok“ residential district of the town 
of Kyustendil and the first five media-
tors were trained. The main tasks of the 
health mediators according to the model 
are to support the process of access to 
services within the field of healthcare 
for people with limited access to health 
care. This includes some assistance in the 
communications with the Health Insur-
ance Fund especially for those who have 
health insurance. With those who don’t 
have health insurance, health education 
and prophylaxis remain the only instru-
ments available to the health mediator. 
The typical clients of the health media-
tors also need to communicate with oth-
er agencies such as the Social Assistance 
Department, the Agency for Child Pro-
tection and the Commission for Protec-
tion against Discrimination. As very often 
the health mediator’s clients might be 
unaware of the fact that they need help 
and might not know whom they need to 
contact or whether there is any agency 
dealing with their problem at all, the 
health mediator needs to be very proac-
tive, well informed and outreaching. 

Health mediation was relatively quickly 
acknowledged by the state as a good 
practice, despite the difficulties accom-

panying the introduction of the position 
of „health mediator“ in the health care 
system and challenges upon providing of 
financing. Presently, the mediators in the 
country play a crucial role in ensuring the 
prevention and treatment of the socially 
significant diseases among Roma com-
munity. Health mediation undoubtedly 
meets real needs related to ensuring ac-
cess to healthcare. But it must be stressed 
that this practice makes sense and brings 
good results only when it is inserted into 
the context of the comprehensive policy 
for improving the access to the health-
care and when it is organized „under the 
umbrella“ of a permanent, sustainable 
social and health institutions.

In comparison with the other areas of inte-
gration, most resources are invested in ac-
cess to education of Roma children in the 
years of transition. There have been imple-
mented many educational initiatives aimed 
at overcoming the various problems in ac-
cess to education for Roma children, as well 
as to weaknesses in the education system 
as a whole. Among the main practices, that 
left a footprint in the development of the 
educational policies for integration, are the 
pilot projects for desegregation in school 
education and the models for supporting 
the early child development of the children 
of Roma origin. The first pilot desegrega-
tion project is of the „Organization Drom“ 
– Vidin Association. The aim of the project, 
which is characteristic for all subsequent 
desegregation initiatives, is students from 
Roma districts to study together with their 
peers from the majority. Within the frames 
of this model, the Roma children are trans-
ported to schools located in other parts of 
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the settlement inhabited mainly non-Roma 
in order to learn together with children of 
ethnic Bulgarians, rarely – Turkish and oth-
ers. This practice subsequently applied in 
another 6 cities in the country and gained 
popularity in neighbouring countries. 
The model of desegregation based on the 
transportation of students has its advan-
tages and disadvantages. There are clear 
evidences of improving the achievements 
of a main part of the students included in 
the model of desegregation – a fact, which 
indicates as a major argument in favour of 
the model. Desegregation, however, in nei-
ther case does not cover all students and 
offers no convincing solution for those who 
remain to attend segregated schools, and 
that often are namely the most vulnerable, 
most embarrassed in learning and the most 
threatened of dropping out students.

Another example of a project, which has 
a strong impact on the education integra-
tion of the Roma, is the establishment of a 
Health and Social Centre. The centre aimed 
to prevent early school dropout of 1st – 4th 
grade students due to the high number of 
dropouts at that educational level. The 
young pupils faced serious problems – on 
the one hand, they were distressed by the 
unfamiliar social environment with very 
different requirements from those at home, 
and on the other - they suffered from a criti-
cal deficit in cognitive, social and language 
skills necessary to cope with school. It was 
easy to explain their unwillingness to at-
tend school. The team of specialists and 
health and social community assistants 
invested significant efforts to improve the 
unsatisfactory skills of the children. As a 
result of these efforts and the cooperation 

from the school staff, the problems were 
ameliorated.

With the aim of easing the burden on the 
parents of these pupils, volunteers were 
engaged to offer their younger siblings de-
velopment games at the Centre’s children’s 
room. Later, those younger siblings became 
part of the school dropout prevention pro-
gram. Much to our surprise, these children 
were far better able than the other partici-
pants to cope with specific tasks: to focus 
their attention, to listen, to adhere to rules 
with little difficulty, and possessed good 
motor skills. This development made them 
much more successful students.

This example strongly influenced our moti-
vation to design a cognitive, social and lan-
guage skills development program for pre-
school children with the strong conviction 
that this is the most effective intervention to 
prevent early school dropout.

Most of the good practices presented 
within the report have/are being initi-
ated and implemented by NGOs, due to 
several reasons which are very important 
to be mentioned for the purposes of this 
study: the state administration lacks flex-
ibility, creativeness and moreover capac-
ity to handle such sensitive initiatives re-
lated to the integration of the Roma.

In times of economic and financial crisis, 
there is a growing need of elaboration 
of adequate and targeted public poli-
cies for protection of incomes, improve-
ment of living conditions and access to 
education. A large portion of the Roma is 
among those who need support.

Although the social safety nets are rarely 
considered as a field to look for good 
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practices one should not forget their 
crucial importance for the capacity of 
the government and other stakeholders 
to address social inclusion issues. Social 
transfers in Bulgaria are well-targeted 
contrary to existing myths 3  that there is 
a lot of misallocation (Ersado et al: 2009), 
but their size in the period 2009-2012 is 
at the same time completely inadequate. 
The GMI in Bulgaria is currently 65 leva 
(≈33 euro). People without adequate in-
comes can hardly be motivated to partic-
ipate in employment programmes, edu-
cation, qualification and lifelong learning 

3 These myths as reproduced in the media but often fuelled by 
people high in the public administration often feature a Roma 
cheating the system.

or indeed any other activities aiming at 
their personal development and the de-
velopment of their communities. So, al-
though we did not consider social safety 
nets as a good practice, also because 
they are not eligible for support under 
the EU Structural Funds, we tried wher-
ever relevant to point out their role in 
making the difference between success 
and failure in programmes and measures 
targeted at the integration of the Roma.
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METHODOLOGY

The methodology of the study includes a 
preliminary desk research of documenta-
tion and rapid appraisal methods – focus 
groups and semi-structured interviews 
with representatives of the local authori-
ties, non-governmental sector, govern-
mental institutions, experts and citi-
zens from the Roma suburbs in Plovdiv, 
Peshtera, Perushtitsa, Kaspichan, Shu-
men, Novi Pazar, Kavarna, Razgrad, Kyus-
tendil and Sofia. The good practices de-
scribed in this document are selected by 
the team and submitted for review and 
evaluation of experts and citizens inter-
ested in the development of the policies 
for Roma integration. Some of the best 
practices were specified by the partici-
pants in the seminar „Successful deploy-
ment of the activities for Roma Inclusion: 
Challenges and Good Practices“, held on 
May 16, 2011 in Sofia. 

The team realizes that despite a recent 
broad consultative process for the se-
lection of additional good practices, 
perhaps there are other existing or com-
pleted projects, programmes and prac-
tices, including projects financed by EU 
Structural Funds, which deserve to be 
described and to take their place in this 
study. Our idea was not to make an ex-
haustive catalogue of the good practices, 
but only to point out several convincing 
examples that such practices exist, and 
they may and should be invested in the 
future. We have tried to gather informa-
tion on current and past Roma inclu-
sion projects, programs and policies 
that yielded positive outcomes for the 
Roma population, and whose lessons 

can inform policy and practice. Positive 
outcomes are defined as improvements 
in access to quality, non-segregated edu-
cation and health services, employment 
and housing as well as increased voice in 
policy decisions affecting Roma lives (at 
the local or national level).

We have worked to identify the factors 
that appear to have contributed to suc-
cessful outcomes in the selected inter-
ventions, and determine the conditions 
that would make possible the sustain-
ability, replication and scaling up of such 
interventions.

We have also examined the major and/
or re-occurring challenges or constraints 
in the design, implementation, and insti-
tutional and financing arrangements of 
assessed interventions and how, if at all, 
they were addressed

The described good practices are from 
different fields – from improving the 
housing conditions and providing em-
ployment, through the key public ser-
vices – education and healthcare – to 
examples of good governance. From 
the overview made, there can be drawn 
several conclusions, which are important 
for the development of the policies for 
Roma integration.

Firstly, it must be stressed that practices 
that produce results exist in each of the 
areas of intervention, outlined in national 
documents such as the „Framework Pro-
gramme for Equal Integration of Roma 
into Bulgarian Society“, or have become 
part of the „Decade of Roma Inclusion: 
2005 -2015“. These practices mostly have 
limited impact because they are applied 
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as pilot experiments with limited fund-
ing. Among them we can distinguish two 
types:

The first type includes practices that can 
be relatively easily standardized, allowing 
to be converted into large national pro-
grams. Such practices are found mostly 
in the area of education and health. 

The second type includes practices that 
have a distinct local specificity and can-
not be replicated in the form in which 
they have been applied initially, although 
they may serve as a useful example and a 
source of ideas. Such practices show how 
useful would have been the programmes 

for financing of projects developed by 
municipalities, NGOs, schools, hospitals, 
employment offices and other organi-
zations and structures at local level, re-
gardless whether they are municipal or 
managed by deconcentrated units of the 
central administration. The successful 
projects related to improving of the living 
conditions and creations of employment 
and income for the Roma are examples 
of local partnerships and commitment 
of the communities. A key feature of all 
identified good practices is that they are 
the outcome of well-planned and suffi-
cient investments.
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І. GOOD PRACTICES FOR ROMA 
INCLUSION 

І.1. HOUSING

І.1.1. Context

In the recent years, a number of strategic 
and operational documents were adopt-
ed in regard to Roma integration in Bul-
garian society. The main accent in these 
documents is put on basic human rights 
– education, employment, healthcare 
and housing conditions, as well as access 
to communal services. 

A comprehensive policy for improve-
ment of the living conditions of the Roma 
is still missing: the approved documents 
are a solid ground for such a policy, but 
adequate actions for its implementa-
tion are still not in place. The systematic 
documents in most cases remain with 
no action because of different reasons, 
most often due to lack of financial com-
mitments, low institutional capacity at 
national and local level, bias and nega-
tive stereotypes in the Bulgarian major-
ity, which make affirmative actions politi-
cally unacceptable. Finally, there is often 
a lack of will and resources on the side of 
the Roma community itself. 

Inclusive policy for Roma integration in 
the Bulgarian society (in housing policy 
and urbanization in particular) is imple-
mented on the grounds of a number of 
national and international documents 
endorsed in the past decade, such as: 

Framework Programme for Equal Inte-
gration of Roma in Bulgarian society 
adopted by the Bulgarian government in 
1999 (updated in 2010), in a special chap-

ter IV – “Territorial development of Roma 
neighbourhoods” brings out a major 
problem of the Roma community: that of 
the illegal segregated Roma neighbour-
hoods without any technical infrastruc-
ture. The Programme envisaged the ne-
cessity of legislative amendments in the 
legislation concerning territorial plan-
ning (at the time of the Programme’s ap-
proval and nowadays as the main piece 
of legislation in this field is the Spatial 
Development Act), that will withdraw the 
complicated bureaucratic procedure on 
legalizing dwellings build without the re-
quired documentation. It also foresees an 
urgent legalization of house dwellings in 
Roma neighbourhoods by adopting the 
principle of minimum intervention in its 
existing situation. The purpose of these 
measures is to legalize the larger portion 
of the existing housing stock in Roma 
neighbourhoods within the boundaries 
of the property and the owners to be 
given the right to obtain documents of 
property in a short period. 

National Programme for Improvement 
of Housing conditions of Roma in the 
Republic of Bulgaria 2005-2015. The 
programme includes needs assessment 
of infrastructure improvement in Roma 
neighbourhoods, enhancement of ex-
isting housing fund and an estimate of 
establishment of a new housing fund. A 
concrete proposal for legislative amend-
ment of the Spatial Development Act is 
included and it is targeted at the provi-
sion of additional authority to local mu-
nicipalities in regard to territorial devel-
opment and construction of housing 
dwellings.  
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Action Plan for Implementation of the 
National Programme for Improving 
the Housing Conditions of Roma in the 
Republic of Bulgaria 2006-2007. The 
Action plan contains a detailed activity 
description within the timeframe of 2006 
and 2007. Key activities are the legislative 
amendments and preparation of cadas-
tre plans of locations with at least 10% 
Roma population and some activities for 
refurbishing of existing infrastructure. 

Notwithstanding all compliant docu-
ments in the context of EU membership 
and in a time of financial crisis, the way 
of life in the Roma community in Bulgaria 
is not marking improvement. Those that 
managed to cover their basic needs cur-
rently face serious difficulties and poverty 
expands. This situation exacerbated the 
already acute housing and infrastructure 
problems in Roma settlements many of 
which are gradually turning into ghetto 
areas in recent years.

A Report of the FRA Agency of the Eu-
ropean Union provides evidence that 
Roma are in much unfavourable situation 
in terms of accommodation in private 
and social housing within the European 
Union. That includes discrimination in ac-
cess to housing, poor living conditions, 
segregation and forced evictions. The 
conclusions are valid for Bulgaria as well. 

Every fourth housing dwelling in the seg-
regated Roma settlements in Bulgaria 
is illegal (Yordanov et al: 2008, 45). The 
problem is provoked by the longstanding 
inaction on behalf of the state on the one 
hand, and the lack of permanent employ-
ment, excessive poverty, and insufficien-

cy of existing housing fund on the other. 
Only 3% of the existing housing fund in 
the country (National Housing Strategy 
of Republic of Bulgaria: 4) in 2002 was 
state- or municipal property; as for the 
whole country, the number of housing 
dwellings for the same period was 3 691 
787, out of these 2 305 849 being in the 
cities where almost 69.9% of the popu-
lation lives. For comparison, in the EU 
member states the percentage of state 
and municipal owned housing stock is 
16% on average reaching 30% and more 
is some EU member states (Whitehead & 
Scalon: 2007, 9). Together with Romania 
and Latvia Bulgaria is among the coun-
tries in the EU with the most severe hous-
ing deprivation. Incidentally (or may be 
not) these are also the three countries 
with the highest poverty rates in the EU 
(Rybkowska & Schneider: 2011, 2).

According to data provided by the Open 
Society Institute Sofia and the World 
Bank in 2007, in almost half of the hous-
ing dwellings inhabited by Roma there is 
no sewage system, while for the Bulgar-
ians’ houses that share is more than twice 
lower – 21%. Amidst the urban popula-
tion the disparities are even greater: 43% 
of Roma in the cities declare that they do 
not have access to sewage system, 7% of 
Bulgarians are in the same position. 

The share of housing proprietors that 
are not able to provide for the increas-
ing costs of maintenance because of low 
household income is high. According to 
data of Open Society Institute – Sofia 
obtained from the research “Health sta-
tus of Roma,” at the end of 2007 about 
10% of Roma households did not have 
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running cold water. The share of hous-
ing dwellings with no bathroom, even 
though indicating a decline in compari-
son to researches of 5 years ago, is still 
sky-scraping - each second Roma house-
hold does not have a bathroom (consid-
ering that barely 9% of the respondents 
declare that there is a functioning public 
bathroom in their city/village). For ex-
ample UNDP and ASSA provided data 
in 2003 that almost 70% of the Roma 
households were without a bathroom; 
at present a certain improvement is evi-
dent along that indicator, however the 
discrepancies between Roma and non-
Roma still remain. 

The existing Bulgarian legislation regu-
lating the housing and territorial mat-
ters does not address adequately the 
problems outlined above, although 
these have been defined in the policy 
documents. In the present, the Bulgarian 
legislation does not provide an efficient 
procedure for legalization of illegal hous-
ing dwellings and the local authorities 
do not reinforce legalization of housing 
buildings within Roma settlements, al-
though some of them are conforming to 
the formal requirements. This aggravates 
the problem related to the legalization 
attempts in Roma ghettos where many 
years of non-implementation of a num-
ber of procedures have led to a chaos in 
the housing regulation situation. On the 
other hand, even the nominal opportuni-
ties of the legislation remain misused by 
the Roma minority because of ignorance 
on the procedures and insufficient le-
gal culture. Last but not least, the prob-
lem deteriorates because of inadequate 

preparation of many administrations to 
cooperate with Roma community in the 
process of exploitation of legal proce-
dures for establishment of possibilities 
for legalization of the housing regulation 
status. 

There are various ideas about what can 
be done in housing. The two opposites 
are the claim that housing issues can be 
resolved by fixing the property rights or 
that a social housing policy is needed. 
The first proposal is promoted by Elena 
Panaritis (Panaritis: 2007) and also in the 
report “The cost of non - inclusion”.

There are many arguments that the life-
styles of Roma families are ill suited to 
high-rise condominiums. Some research-
ers say that the organization of the fam-
ily unit does not vary between poor and 
wealthy Roma families but is significantly 
different from the family model of the 
majority population. Therefore, the 
most widespread opinion is that condo-
miniums cannot be the main solution to 
Roma housing problems (Macura and 
Vuksanovic: 2006), but in large urban 
ghettoes it is sometimes practically with-
out an alternative, especially if extended 
families want to continue living together 
generation after generation. 

The social housing stock in Bulgaria is 
less than 3%, which is much below the EU 
average. The National Programme for the 
Improvement of the Living Conditions of 
the Roma, which envisaged investments 
to the amount of 1.5 billion leva in social 
housing and public infrastructure, practi-
cally never started. The funds dedicated 
to the programme were negligible com-
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pared to the plans even before the start 
of the economic crisis. In 2009 the imple-
mentation of the programme practically 
stopped (Kolev et al: 2010). Currently 
the only public investments for improv-
ing the living conditions of the Roma 
planned until 2013 will amount to about 
5 million euro and will suffice for 1-2 pilot 
projects in medium sized communities at 
the most. This is less than one hundredth 
of the actual needs. This makes it sure 
that nothing significant could happen 
in the field of the housing conditions of 
the Roma by 2015. Unless some public 
investments of much larger macroeco-
nomic significance occur between years 
2014 and 2020, the situation in 2020 will 
not be any different.   

І.1.2. ADRA and the houses in 
Kyustendil  

ADRA - Bulgaria was registered on 10 July 
1992. For a short period of time ADRA es-
tablished a sustainable network of part-
ners and storehouse stock for humani-
tarian activity in more than 100 regions 
throughout the country. ADRA has ac-
complished a great number of projects. 
The foundation has distributed aids to 
different social, educational and medical 
institutions across the country out of its 
storehouse stock. Starting with humani-
tarian aid, ADRA continued its activities 
in various areas at local level – education, 
access to medical services, provision of 
better living conditions.

One of the first locations where ADRA-
Bulgaria started its operations was the 
town of Kyustendil and the Iztok Roma 
neighbourhood. Further to the humani-
tarian aid, the organization established a 
medical centre in the Roma neighbour-
hood where Roma are still able to go and 
receive high quality medical services. 
Beyond that, the organization regularly 
organizes diverse community activi-
ties: cleaning of the environment in the 
neighbourhood, trainings and seminars 
on a number of topics like health, educa-
tion, employment, etc 4.

In the beginning of the 2000’s, a repre-
sentative of ADRA Austria was on a mis-
sion to Bulgaria. Following his request 
to visit a deprived Roma neighbour-
hood, his colleagues from ADRA Bulgaria 
brought him to Iztok neighbourhood in 
Kyustendil. From what he saw, he had the 
impression that working for provision 
of better housing conditions for Roma 
makes sense for increasing the living 
standard of the local community.

In 2002 – 2003, with the collaboration of 
ADRA Austria, 11 prefabricated modular 
houses were brought to the neighbour-
hood. They were placed in the old part 
of the neighbourhood where the most 
deprived families live. The houses were 
assembled by Austrian specialists. The 
land where the houses were constructed 
is property of the Municipality of Kyus-
tendil. The Municipality has also partici-
pated with the provision of water and 
electricity connections. After finishing 
the houses, ADRA donated the houses 

4 See http://adra-bg.org/web/Aboutus/tabid/405/Default.
aspx, last accessed 01.06.2012.
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to the Municipality, which is now respon-
sible for their maintenance. The houses 
themselves consist of a living room, bed-
room and a bathroom. The inhabitants 
are paying monthly rent of about 5 euro. 
They are also in charge of paying the 
monthly costs for water and electricity. 

As the outlook and the quality of the 
houses created a high interest within the 
community and there were many fami-
lies who declared their will to be accom-
modated, the foundation established a 
“Housing commission”, which included 
representatives of the local community. 
Based on certain criteria, the commission 
made the decisions which families were 
eligible to be accommodated. Since the 
ownership has been transferred to the 
Municipality of Kyustendil, ADRA is not 
in charge of collecting the monthly rents 
and further maintenance of the houses 
and the surrounding environment.

Following this example, in 2004 – 2005 
ADRA Bulgaria began a second initiative 
for construction of houses in the Roma 
neighbourhood in Kyustendil. A land plot 
was bought from the Municipality and 10 
more houses were constructed. This time, 
the houses were built not by prefabri-
cated modules, but as solid structures 
using all necessary construction materi-
als – bricks, concrete, etc. All preliminary 
documentations were developed on vol-
untary basis, e.g. architecture plan, and 
the construction itself was done by work-
ers from the Roma community. The water 
and electricity connections were provid-
ed by the Municipality of Kyustendil. The 
difference with the first initiative is that 
the property of the land as well as of the 

houses themselves is to ADRA Bulgaria 
foundation.

The approach for accommodation re-
mained the same – the commission of 
community representatives decides who 
will be admitted to accommodation.

As the demand for better housing and 
people’s interest continued growing, 
ADRA Bulgaria continued working on the 
provision of better housing for the Roma 
in Kyustendil. Thus, in 2007 the founda-
tion opened 6 more houses and in 2010 
another 4, all of them with a living room, 
bedroom and a bathroom.

Thereby ADRA Bulgaria, in collabora-
tion with ADRA Austria, ADRA Germany, 
Municipality of Vienna, and Municipality 
of Kyustendil, volunteers from the local 
community and from other parts of the 
country managed to provide better liv-
ing conditions to 31 Roma families.

The new houses are built in the so-called 
“new part” of the neighbourhood. The 
land and the houses are property of ADRA 
Bulgaria foundation. One of the condi-
tions for accommodation is that inhabit-
ants pay a monthly rent of 10 BGN (appr. 
5 euro). The money is being collected by 
an informal housekeeper, elected by the 
20 families who live there. The money is 
being used for further maintenance.

What is very essential is that after accom-
modating the families, ADRA Bulgaria 
continues working with them in order 
to build up their interpersonal skills, in-
crease their education and knowledge 
and awareness in diverse areas: Educa-
tion, Health, Safe environment, etc.
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ADRA Bulgaria field workers are in con-
stant touch with the community and the 
inhabitants of the ADRA houses in par-
ticular.

Since then, there have been several cases 
of removing families from the houses, 
based on decision of the Community 
commission. The cases were of people 
who breached explicit or implicit com-
munity rules, e.g. sell the furniture, per-
petrate criminal acts, not respect the 
privacy of the other residents, etc.). After 
their removal, the commission of com-
munity representatives came together 
and selected new people who were then 
accommodated. We have to remind here 
that ADRA is a protestant organization 
following very strict moral prescripts. 
Most of the Roma in the Iztok neighbour-
hood and all ADRA tenants in Kyustendil 
also adhere to different strands of Prot-
estantism.

The following results of ADRA’s work may 
be outlined:

•	 31 families who are now inhabit-
ing and maintaining modern fully 
furnished houses with regular ac-
cess to water and sanitation and 
electricity supplies. Further to that, 
ADRA Bulgaria has increased their 
awareness in other areas of per-
sonal and community develop-
ment: Education, Health, Civic par-
ticipation, Employment, etc.

•	 ADRA Bulgaria has established an 
effective and working partnership 
with the Municipality of Kyustendil 
and succeeds to maintain it, re-
gardless of the local- or national 

political situation.

For the 31 houses built until now, ADRA 
has invested around 333.600 euro, but 
this money does not reflect the actual 
costs, as there was also a lot of volunteer 
work and a lot of in-kind donations from 
companies such as Bramac, Wienerberg-
er and others 5. 

I.1.2.1. Factors and challenges in 
the case of ADRA Bulgaria and the 
houses in Kyustendil

It appears that the issue of Roma housing 
is very sensitive. In this regard all stake-
holders (institutions, NGOs, majority – as 
much as possible) have to be convinced 
and aware that such initiative is a manda-
tory precondition in order to avoid any 
miscommunication and potential ten-
sion among institutions, community and 
NGOs.

Unlike the case with private service pro-
viders, eligibility criteria for access to 
social housing can hardly be based on 
ethnicity when the provider is the gov-
ernment or a municipality. If the housing 
units are built within an existing Roma 
neighbourhood then there will be hardly 
any non-Roma applicants but the price 
paid for that will be the missed opportu-
nity to desegregate. If the housing units 
are built at a place outside the Roma 
neighbourhood then it is likely that other 
people who believe they meet the selec-
tion criteria will also apply. With only a 

5 http://www.adra-bg.org/projects/projects-2010/92-adra-
new-houses-for-roma-families, last accessed 30.01.2012. The 
video shows the opening ceremony for the last group of 
houses finished in 2010.
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fraction of the tenants being Roma issues 
of neighbourhood relations and com-
mon property sharing and management 
become even more important.  

All relevant stakeholders should be re-
sponsive and receptive rather than re-
sistant, as the process requires their 
concrete and particular long-term com-
mitment. One of the recommendations 
of ADRA Bulgaria is that if the imple-
menter is not equipped with patience, 
persistence, skills for mediation and will 
to compromise, then he/she should not 
even think about working on the issue.

Moreover, building houses and accom-
modating people seem not to be suffi-
cient. There should also be a continuing 
work with the accommodated people in 
order to increase their level of interper-
sonal skills and awareness of living in an 
integrated environment, to guide people 
into positive behaviour and help them 
make informed life choices. This support 
is crucial e.g. when children do not at-
tend school or preschool or are at risk of 
dropping out, when adults lose their jobs 
or lose any hope to find a job and stop 
actively looking for employment. The 
accumulation of bad circumstances can 
easily lock households into the poverty 
trap which is soon reflected in a deterio-
rating property. As one architect pointed 
out in a recent discussion on Roma hous-
ing policies, the main reason for the de-
terioration of homes is not wear and tear 
but the deteriorating condition of its in-
habitants.

The community should also be involved 
in the process of decision making, i.e. 

there should be a sense of communal 
ownership, and it should be real, as a 
large share of the success depends on 
it. Such approach would guarantee the 
transparency and accountability of the 
involved stakeholders: NGOs, local gov-
ernment and the community itself.

Involvement of the local government is 
crucial. It is true that if the implementer 
has the necessary resources (financial 
and human) the pilot phase could go 
without the assistance of the local gov-
ernment, but its participation is crucial 
for the sustainability. For larger housing 
programmes property issues and the 
technical provision of utility services such 
as water, electricity, medical assistance, 
etc. requires the participation of the local 
authority.

There was no formal monitoring of the 
process as ADRA was present on-site 
all the time before, during and after the 
construction of the houses and accom-
modation of the residents. ADRA hired a 
fieldworker with Roma background, liv-
ing in the community, who is very well 
recognized by the Roma people as well 
as by the accommodated people and the 
local institutions. The fieldworker is per-
manently in the community, monitoring 
and observing the whole process and in 
constant touch with everyone. In case 
of urgent issue, the person contacts the 
headquarters of ADRA Bulgaria, the Com-
munity’s commission or the relevant au-
thorities. Further, the initiative has been 
closely monitored by the media and oth-
er NGOs, who have provided predomi-
nantly positive feedback. The provision 
of social housing by ADRA has also been 
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nominated as an innovative practice of 
the year on the webpage of the Founda-
tion for local government reforms 6.

I.1.2.2. ADRA’s lessons learnt

•	 Success is possible only with the 
positive attitude and the partici-
pation of all actors: community, 
NGOs, local government;

•	 The carrier of the process should 
be flexible enough for compro-
mises, and good enough to stand 
through tough negotiations;

•	 Available financial resources are 
very important, but people who 
do the field work are the core;

•	 Provision of housing for Roma 
should not be a short-time me-
chanical process. This is a complex 
social intervention that needs to 
be planned and implemented in a 
long-term perspective.

I.1.2.3. Conclusions and 
recommendations

•	 Despite the not-completely-suc-
cessful and demotivating experi-
ence with housing initiatives in 
other localities, the case of ADRA 
proves that provision of housing 
for Roma can be a successful pro-
cess that contributes for the devel-
opment of the whole population. 
It can even be said that the houses 
are one of the measures towards 

6 http://www.flgr.bg/bg/innovations/?iid=1619, last ac-
cessed 30.01.2012

achieving the ultimate goal – the 
equal integration of the Roma 
population.

•	 Provision of housing should not be 
perceived as a single act, but as a 
long term process with multiple 
elements of social development 
work. Housing is not a technical 
issue; it is a social practice that re-
quires investments in the capacity 
in the community and not only in 
the building of infrastructure.

•	 It is true that NGOs are more flex-
ible and able to intervene con-
stantly on field. They also seem 
better equipped to involve repre-
sentatives of the community. But 
ultimately governments and local 
authorities are the ones who are 
responsible for the provision of 
better living conditions. Thus, they 
should be the main driving force 
behind larger social housing pro-
grammes, which can improve the 
situation of a substantial propor-
tion of the population in need., .

I. 2. EMPLOYMENT SELF 
EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME 
GENERATION

I.2.1. Context

To a large extent, success in all areas of 
Roma integration depends on the em-
ployment level in the community. Cur-
rently the employment rate among 
Bulgarian Roma is very low. In Bulgaria, 
66% of the male population overall are 
employed, while with Roma men this ra-
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tio is 35% 7, which means that there is a 
large potential for improvement and for 
making a substantial contribution to the 
attainment of the Bulgarian national goal 
of 76%.  In the framework of internation-
al initiative “Decade of Roma inclusion 
2005 – 2015”, several programmes fully 
oriented to Roma or explicitly covering 
the Roma have been organized and con-
ducted. Undertaken measures can be di-
vided into several groups:

Subsidized and temporary 
employment

Direct intervention on the part of central-
government institutions is manifested 
in two ways: either by subsidizing jobs 
or through measures intended to pre-
serve existing ones. Examples of new 
jobs, especially for the Roma, are the 
so-called labour- and health mediators 
and teacher assistants. Wages are low; 
work is non-prestigious because these 
employees are quite often instructed to 
accomplish activities, which are outside 
the job description of the position such 
as delivery of mail, cleaning of windows, 
etc. But there is a segment of subsidized 
employment providing even lower qual-
ity jobs like street cleaning and Roma are 
mostly assigned to such kind of jobs due 
to their low education and qualification. 
Unfortunately Bulgarian employment 
programmes still offer very few opportu-
nities for training and qualification. 

In 2009, the measure preservation of jobs 
was introduced, meaning the addition 

7 Measures to promote the situation of Roma EU citizens in the 
European Union, European parliament, 2011, http://www2.
lse.ac.uk/businessAndConsultancy/LSEConsulting/pdf/Roma.
pdf

of certain money (amounting at half the 
minimum wage) to the remuneration of 
workers and employees transformed to 
part-time jobs in the economic sectors of 
industry and services.

Subsidized employment plays a signifi-
cant role for the temporary relief of indi-
viduals from the Roma communities who 
have lost their jobs due to the economic 
crisis or because of their low level of edu-
cation. The possibility of opening new 
(albeit temporary) jobs in landscaping, 
cleaning, refurbishment of public areas 
will be supportive to the municipalities 
as well, in their non-priority activities in a 
time of severe crisis.

Education, training and retraining

The level of education and the chance 
to be employed are strongly linked. In 
2009, only 8.5% of the individuals of el-
ementary or lower education had jobs.8  
Literacy courses and professional train-
ings were conducted in the framework 
of the national programme for adult 
education. Several schemes directed to 
unemployed individuals and for upgrad-
ing of the qualification of employed indi-
viduals were opened, their aim being to 
help these individuals’ adaptation to the 
requirements of labour market.

The “I Can” scheme funds 100% of the 
training for individuals employed full-
time under employment contracts, re-
gardless of their field of occupation. 
The obtained vouchers could be used in 
schools chosen by the users themselves. 

8 Annual bulletin 2010, Employment Agency, http://www.
az.government.bg/Analyses/Anapro/2010/year/Godish-
nik_2010_bul.pdf
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The greatest number of unemployed was 
included in trainings for acquiring or up-
grading of their qualification under the 
“Development” Scheme. The number of 
jobs and training courses for them are 
being booked by the concrete employ-
ers and are made available through pre-
sentation of the vouchers allocated to 
the representatives of target groups. The 
successful trainees are included in the 
subsidized employment scheme.

Self-employment, starting of own 
business

“This is my chance to find myself” pro-
gramme is targeted at unemployed 
youths of primary- or lower-level edu-
cation up to 29 years old. It provides an 
opportunity to those willing to master 
diverse artisan skills and then start their 
own small businesses or join in already 
existing manufacturing processes. Tradi-
tional Roma handicrafts such as tinker-
ing, basketry, blacksmithing and making 
of wooden pots are in crisis (Pamporov: 
2004). Providing support to traditional 
Roma handicrafts however, is part of the 
preservation of community’s culture and 
history. Those employed in this field have 
a chance to become part of the tourist in-
dustry by making souvenirs, but still this 
is not an area where good profits can be 
made even in times of economic boom. 
Instead, handicrafts have a long-term ef-
fect on the variety and richness of Bulgar-
ian culture and Roma culture in particu-
lar.

Employment in agriculture

Providing support for the restructuring 
of semi-subsistence farms (a small part of 

their production is marketed, the rest is 
for personal consumption) in economi-
cally viable and market-oriented farms. 
Many Roma families, who live in rural 
areas, live on their own production pro-
duced in their small farms. It is recom-
mended such small individual producers 
should be unified in a network so that 
they can benefit from the synergy of a 
larger organization.

The part of the Roma population cov-
ered by employment programmes is very 
low. Low qualified workers were the first 
to lose their jobs. Currently, the major-
ity of employed Roma work in the area 
of cleaning, scrap collecting and petty 
farming. Their access to other areas of 
economy is not easy, not least because 
of discrimination. Examples of unequal 
treatment at employment interviews 
have been numerous: “Companies that 
offer jobs never say “We don’t want gyp-
sies here”, but when they see you, you 
lose all your chances...”(Svensson et al: 
2007). This picture is supported also by 
data from representative sample surveys. 

The integration of the Roma in the labour 
market requires a special emphasis on the 
participation of the Roma in mainstream 
national programmes, especially the 
“new generation” of programmes, which 
put more emphasis on training and inte-
grated support to the unemployed. Since 
the start of the economic crisis in 2009 
the Bulgarian government curtailed sig-
nificantly the existing employment pro-
grammes, which were reduce since then 
by 2/3 and new reductions are planned 
for 2012. Thus the macroeconomic en-
vironment and the current policy of the 
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government gives little hope for the im-
provement of the situation of the Roma 
over the next few years.

Below we have describe a successful 
practice in micro credit and local devel-
opment in rural Roma communities, The 
practice is very important as participation 
of the Roma in EU funded programmes in 
the field of agriculture has been very low, 
while the land can indeed be a source of 
income both for subsistence but also for 
putting the production on the market 
and earning some cash.

І.2.2. The Land – A Source of Income 
Programme  1997 to 2011

Land as 
a Source 
of Income 
Foundation 

I.2.2.1. Background 

	 The Land as a Source of Income 
Foundation is an NGO located in Plo-
vdiv, Bulgaria, which focuses mainly on 
employment, entrepreneurship, and op-
portunities for generating income for 
the Roma minorities. Their goal is the 
improvement of Roma families’ life in 
rural areas by achieving economic inde-
pendence based on land ownership and 
sustainable income generation through 
farming or business. The Land Founda-
tion works in several small villages and 
towns in the Plovdiv region, and does not 
work in the large cities.  

I.2.2.2. Description of the Practice 

The Land Programme has evolved and 
changed over the 14 years it has been in 
existence.  During its pilot phase of 1997-
2000, the programme was funded by 
N.O.V.I.B. (Netherlands) and the founders 
used ideas focusing around the support 
for farmers. 

The results were mixed. In the first stage 
of 2000-2003, financial schemes were 
developed and a revolving fund was 
established. During this period, the pro-
gramme was implemented by the CEGA  
Foundation. 

In 2003, during the second stage, the 
Land Foundation institutionalized itself 
and became an independent NGO but 
did not break its relations with the CEGA 
Foundation. The Land Foundation also 
created a Financial Support division reg-
istered as LLC and established an Agro-
Information centre. Between 2003 and 
2010, the management team reviewed 
their lessons learned in the preceding 
stages, and decided to focus on specific 
communities instead of expanding too 
much in to new ones. These long-term 
persistent and focused efforts gradually 
started to produce encouraging results, 
which soon became known to experts 
and the public. In 2010, the America for 
Bulgaria Foundation approved a three-
year grant for the Land Foundation to 
experiment with expanding their model 
outside of the Plovdiv region.  The Land 
Foundation has just completed its first 
year of work on this expansion.  

How to organize the financial support 
division of the Land Foundation was one 
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of the major challenges of the organiza-
tion during the first two phases. In 2003, 
when they became an NGO, they decid-
ed to have two separate organizational 
structures within the foundation.  Based 
on earlier experience, they decided that 
the most suitable structure for the finan-
cial support part of the organization was 
a Limited Liability Company (LLC).  

The second and more visible part of the 
Land Foundation organization is the 
Agro-Information centre 9. The centre 
organizes on-site consultations, takes re-
payment deposits, takes care of all blank 
forms and paperwork, organizes annual 
trainings and handles all of the small “day 
to day“ activities. 

9 http://www.agrocentre.info/, last accessed 01.02.2012.

The Land as a Source of Income pro-
gramme has adopted a sustainable, long-
term approach which provides vehicles 
to create opportunities for income gen-
eration for the Roma.  The Land Founda-
tion is helping entrepreneurial Roma to 
accumulate assets (i.e. land, tractors, and 
business equipment) and start their own 
businesses. This programme focuses on 
Roma families and neighbourhoods, and 
is all-inclusive in the sense that small en-
trepreneurs can get all the support they 
need from one place in one package. The 
Land Foundation helps Roma select land 
for farming, or develops business plans 
for small start-ups in other economic sec-
tors thriving in the rural areas. 

Micro-credit financing for operating capital
•	 75 families
•	 two villages near Plovdiv
•	 Mixed results

Land Program Evolution

•	 Financial schemes for LAND, STA, LTA
•	 Agro-Information Center and LAND 

LLC

•	 Land - Source of income created
•	 Agro Info Center
•	 LAND LLC provides financial 

support

•	 Expansion outside of 
Plovdiv 

•	 Funding &Partnership 
with ABF

Pilot Phase			   First Stage			   Second Stage		  Third Stage
1997-2000			   2000-2003			   2003-2010			   2010-Present

This “Land Income” concept has grown, changet and evolved.
Lessons were learned and modifications made.



26

MAKING THE MOST OF EU FUNDS FOR ROMA

Then, the Land Foundation provides fi-
nancing for the purchase of the land, or 
for seed funding for the businesses.  It 
continues this relationship by providing 
training and business support through 
experienced agricultural or business con-
sultants. As Roma gain more experience, 
the Land Foundation will provide short-
term loans for the purchasing of fertiliz-
ers, seeds, or small farm equipment. All 
of this support continues for many years 
until the Roma families no longer need 
help, or become stable enough not to be 
considered part of the Land Foundation 
programme. As the Land Foundation 
works with individual families, strong re-
lationships develop. These relationships 
are based on developing a strong work 
ethic, responsible repayment of loans, 
self-improvement, helping the others, 
and most importantly, developing a trust 
and respect for each other.  

As some of the families working with the 
Land Foundation become more success-
ful, they get other Roma to help with the 
farm or business. This expands the im-
pact of the programme and brings fur-
ther improvements in the community. 
When this happens, the Land Founda-
tion starts working with the local schools 
to develop small inclusion projects, or 
conducts work with the local municipal-
ity to try to improve the overall integra-
tion of Roma into the local communities. 
The Land Foundation drives inclusion of 
Roma using a variety of approaches, but 
first of all, it develops a strong economic 
foundation before starting to build upon 
that base with small scale school and 
community improvement initiatives.

The following results may be 
outlined:

•	 The Land Foundation currently 
has 76 families (approximately 
300 people) in 11 sites in the pro-
gramme. 

•	 The participants have purchased 
approximately 400 decares of land, 
and are cultivating more than 300 
decares of additional leased or 
previously-owned land. 

•	 As of May 2011, the Land Founda-
tion has supported 153 income 
generating contracts for land, 
equipment or new businesses, to-
talling almost at 200,000 BGN. 

•	 More than one hundred credit 
contracts have been paid back. 
The delinquent or late payment 
rate is approximately 15%. 

•	 In 2009, the Land Foundation as-
sisted three “Young Farmers” who 
were children of previous success-
ful programme participants to ap-
ply for EU funds under the Rural 
Development Programme for Bul-
garia for 2007-2013. All three appli-
cations were approved for funding 
of 50,000 BGN (≈ 25,000 euro).  

І.2.2.3. Factors and challenges to 
achieving the positive outcomes by 
the programme

There are many factors which contribute 
to the success achieved by the Land Pro-
gramme.  However, it is primarily due to 
long-term involvement, patience and dil-
igence, continuing communications, de-
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veloping relationships, and understand-
ing the changes in the communities 
where they work.  Following are some of 
the key factors the Land Foundation has 
learned for a successful Roma Income 
Generating programme.

•	 Applicant selection is an important 
criterion for a successful outcome 
and also for sustainability. When 
making this selection, it is impor-
tant to find for a start someone 
who has entrepreneurial spirit, and 
is willing to take business risk. On 
later stages when the programme 
becomes well established more 
risk avers people can also join and 
follow the pioneering example of 
others. 

•	 Availability of good potential farm 
land is also important.  There must 
be good farmland land which can 
be purchased or leased and water 
in order to begin the programme.  
The Land Foundation uses farming 
as the economic base for growth.  
Generally, other small business 
loans are granted after the small 
farms have been started.  

•	 The crop structure of the land is 
another key factor.   Planting veg-
etables, fruit trees, or vineyards 
takes much less land and provides 
better income potential, than 
larger tracks of land used for grain 
production, or grazing cows and 
sheep.  

•	 There are several criteria needed 
for good selection of a Roma com-
munity to work with. Although 

this programme can be successful 
in many small village communi-
ties, there are some community 
traits which can make success 
easier.  This is why the programme 
operator needs to understand the 
leadership dynamics of the Roma 
community. If community leaders 
are not approached and involved, 
then it will be much harder to get 
local Roma interested in the pro-
gramme. If there are several strong 
competing fractions within the 
community, that will deter pro-
gramme’s success.   The only way 
to know this is to have contacts 
within the Roma community who 
can help an NGO understand the 
community’s political and leader-
ship environment.    

•	 It is better to support many small 
initiatives (or projects), and not 
one large one.  The Land Founda-
tion wants to get as many entre-
preneurs operating as possible.  
Although not all of the small proj-
ects will succeed, generally several 
of them are successful.

•	 Qualified agro- and business con-
sultants are needed, who are avail-
able locally to help with on-site 
visits.  It is important to have con-
sultants who are willing to work 
with Roma, and will do on-site 
consultations in the communities.  
These consultations also help keep 
the Land Foundation aware of 
changes and potential problems 
with the participants before they 
happen.  
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•	 Financial support must be extend-
ed to small entrepreneurs with 
conservative lending practices 
and a stable low interest rate that 
does not change. (The Land Pro-
gramme has a constant 6% rate.)  
Develop loan approval criteria 
which include visiting the appli-
cant, and getting input from busi-
ness or agricultural consultants.  
Although the loan is paid back to 
the NGO by the Roma applicant, 
the purchases are made directly 
by the Land Foundation.

•	 By using land as an asset, land be-
comes collateral which reduces 
the risks for the Land Foundation 
during the payback period.   When 
the land is paid back and the title 
is transferred to the applicant, this 
asset becomes a base for further 
expansion, and eventually enables 
the applicants to work on their 
own.   

•	 The Land Programme provides 
an integrated approach including 
finance, training, and consultation 
for several years.  This builds con-
fidence and trust within the com-
munity, and enables sustainability.

•	 Applicant selection is a key part 
of the programme’s success, and 
there is not a standard process 
used by the Land Foundation.   
This is where years of experience 
play an important role for the final 
selection, and meeting with the 
applicants in their homes provides 
the basis for an ”intuitive” decision.   

The more explicit criteria which 
the Land Programme applies in-
clude:

–	Employment history – has this 
person previously worked, and 
what did she do?  

–	Does this person have experi-
ence working on farms or in land 
cultivation?  This may have been 
during communist times.  

–	Do they have some land now 
(either leased or owned) that 
they are cultivating?

–	Have they ever borrowed mon-
ey before, and did they pay it 
back?

–	Do they have the 20% down 
payment? 

–	What is the family situation?  Are 
some of them in other countries 
working, or doing other seasonal 
work?   Did any family member 
finish high school, or 8th school 
grade? 

–	As the Land Foundation works 
longer in a community, they also 
get background information and 
recommendations from current 
applicants living in that place. 

•	 NGO organizational capacity is an 
important factor.  The Land Foun-
dation is staffed with business 
and agricultural professionals and 
trainers. They also have people 
who have worked for the Ministry 
of Agriculture and have under-
standing of regulations.  The Land 
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Foundation also has financial man-
agers who supervise the financial 
support process.  These people do 
not have to work full-time. They 
can volunteer, or work part-time as 
needed.  

•	 Any NGO working on income gen-
eration programmes must have a 
passion for helping Roma.   They 
also need to believe Roma want to 
work, can deliver quality work, and 
a lot of them have what the Land 
Foundation call “a natural entre-
preneurial drive”. The NGO simply 
provides the vehicle and support 
to help Roma achieve stable em-
ployment. 

There are several ways in which the Land 
Foundation monitors its progress

•	 The first one is detailed standard 
paperwork required by the gov-
ernment for any NGO registered 

in public interest.   All of the pur-
chases, salaries, and work are doc-
umented.  

•	 The Land Foundation provides an 
annual report to the Ministry of 
Justice documenting all annual 
activities.  

•	 In addition, the financial support 
part of the Land Foundation is a 
Limited Liability Company (LLC), 
and it also has specific paperwork 
required for any short-term or 
long-term purchases.  Repayment 
deposits are also documented and 
recorded according to regulations.

•	 In addition, the Land Founda-
tion has regular auditing reports 
signed by a certified public ac-
countant showing all income and 
costs for the respective year. 

•	 Finally, there are also quarterly 
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documents showing all activi-
ties and financial reports for each 
of the Land Foundation projects.  
This is done in compliance with 
specific project funding require-
ments.   Currently the Land Foun-
dation is managing a three-year 
programme funded by the Amer-
ica for Bulgaria Foundation which 
requires quarterly meetings to 
review all aspects of the project 
status.  

І.2.2.4. Conclusions and 
recommendations

The goal of this programme is to enable 
minority families to become stable eco-
nomic units which can function in soci-
ety and successfully work within the eco-
nomic system.   In order to accomplish 
this goal, the Land Foundation focuses 
on enhancing the “human” capital by 
providing knowledge, skills and continu-
ing support in order to build confidence 
and trust.  At the same time, they pro-
vide families with funding capital to buy 
capital equipment assets.  It is the tran-
sition from human capital knowledge to 
enabling families to use these skills and 
knowledge, which has proved to be a 
successful formula for income genera-
tion and integration of minority families.

The information contained in this brief 
overview of 14 years of experience pro-
viding only a glimpse into the Land Foun-
dation Income Generation and Roma In-
tegration programme.    Their success is 
based on mistakes made during the early 
days of their work, and lessons learned 
from those mistakes. A key component of 

the Land Foundation’s achievements has 
been their tireless efforts, their passion 
and strong determination, and a strong 
belief that Roma want to work and can 
work challenging the widespread bias. 
As part of their expansion programme, 
the Land Foundation is developing a six-
day detailed training programme to use 
for future potential partners.  

Similar projects should continue, these 
projects being one of the few ways to 
encourage access to development for 
the Roma community representatives 
within a relatively market framework. In 
a situation of no sanctions foreseen for 
unethical participants however, the fi-
nancial schemes should not continue for 
more than 2 or 3 years if no reliable finan-
cial guarantees have been provided. The 
prolonged application process of such 
schemes has a demoralizing effect and 
in a long-term aspect this situation does 
not contribute to overcoming of Roma 
segregation.

Projects like “The Land – a Source of In-
come” should be furthered by opening 
new opportunities for access to funds. 
Asking for collateral and own contribu-
tion cannot be avoided but it can be 
made affordable by having good local 
knowledge about the beneficiaries and 
managing the inherent risks of default. 
Risk sharing with the beneficiaries (in the 
form of collateral and/or own contribu-
tion) is also a motivation tool, a healthy 
incentive to succeed. 

According to the Land Foundation team 
the duration of support should also be 
carefully determined so as to make ben-
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eficiaries self-sustainable and eventually 
avoid a dependency trap. 

Finally, it should be mentioned also that 
diversification might also played some 
role in the programmes success. Having 
started with agriculture the programme 
also began to support other economic ac-
tivities. Diversification seems to be an im-
portant part of making rural economies 
vibrant and improving the quality of life. 
During the expansion of the programme 
in other places it seems that non-agricul-
tural business will play a growing role. So 
despite its name, which indicates how 
the programme was initially conceived it 
seems that the “The Land – a source of 
income” will develop into a general long-
term microcredit programme with its 
specific philosophy reflected in the pro-
cedures for selecting beneficiaries and 
addressing the credit risks.  

 

І.3. HEALTHCARE

І.3.1. Context

Medium and long term health care poli-
cies in Bulgaria are based on a National 
Health Strategy 2008-2013 and Action 
Plan to the Strategy developed by the 
Ministry of Health and approved by the 
government (as a continuation to the Na-
tional Health Strategy “Better Health for a 
Better Future of Bulgaria 2001-2010” and 
Action Plan 2001-2006.

The health strategy concerning people 
in disadvantaged position belonging to 
ethnic minorities (2005-2015) is an inte-
gral part of the National Health Strategy, 
which is targeted to the assurance of 
better health for the Bulgarian popula-
tion. The truth is that the National Health 
Strategy, which is a document of high pri-
ority, does not treat the issues concern-
ing the health integration of the Roma 
in essence and does not include any of 
the important elements contained in the 
Health Strategy Concerning People Be-
longing to Ethnic Minorities. The lack of 
so-called “mainstreaming”, i.e. inclusion 
of the issues concerning Roma health in-
tegration in the overall health care strat-
egy, is indicative of a low level of political 
readiness to implement the integration 
policies (Kolev et al: 2010).

The health status of the people in disad-
vantaged position belonging to ethnic 
minorities, Roma inclusive, is character-
ized with higher morbidity, lower life 
expectancy and higher mortality, espe-
cially with children.  This is a result from 
unhealthy lifestyle and shocking poverty. 
Poverty among the Roma is spread ten 
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times more than among the Bulgarians. 
Poor housing conditions in Roma neigh-
bourhoods, lack of basic infrastructure 
such as water supply and sewage are 
reasons for the outbreak of epidemics of 
infectious diseases resulting from lack of 
hygiene. The coverage of Roma children 
in planned immunization schedules is 
significantly lower compared to the cov-
erage of Bulgarian children.

The health situation of the Roma com-
munity is continuously deteriorating. The 
main issues are:

•	 High percentage of persons with-
out health insurances 10 

•	 Lack of packages of minimum 
health services for the persons 
without health insurances

•	 Continuing problems with the ap-
pointment of health mediators

•	 Lack of health prevention activities

•	 Lack of individual approach to the 
sick

•	 Lack of health awareness among 
Roma women.

	 In recent years, the health system 
introduced and established the model of 
mandatory health insurance. A National 
Health Insurance Fund (NHIF) was estab-
lished and the healthcare financing was 
shared between the Fund and the Min-
istry of Health (MH). The plan was that 
the MH would gradually withdraw from 
health care funding which would be fully 
covered from health insurance contribu-

10 For detailed account of the profile of people without health 
insurance in Bulgaria see (Markova et al: 2009)

tions. The MH then would only support 
some special national programmes for 
e.g. screening, prevention.

The health insurance model, which has 
been established in Bulgaria by virtue of 
the Health Insurance Act, includes two 
types of health insurance: compulsory 
and voluntary.  

The contributions in the cases of compul-
sory health insurance are shared between 
the employee and the employer/the state 
and represent a percentage from certain 
income, as it is in the majority of European 
countries. Payment for medical services is 
settled directly between the insurer and 
the service provider.

The compulsory insurance is implement-
ed through the system of NHIF of 28 re-
gional branches distributed throughout 
the country (Regional Health Insurance 
Funds – RHIF) in correspondence to the 
country’s administrative division by dis-
tricts.

The Health Insurance Act introduces a 
basic package of medical activities 
guaranteed from the NHIO budget for all 
persons having compulsory health insur-
ances. The scope and volume of the basic 
package are defined in Regulation 32 of 
the Minister of Health.

NHIF pays fully or partially for the provi-
sion of the following types of medical aid: 
medical and dental activities for preven-
tion and early diagnostic of illness; outpa-
tient and hospital care for diagnosing and 
treatment of diseases; medical rehabili-
tation; emergency medical aid; medical 
care during pregnancy, delivery and ma-
ternity; dental care and dental-mechanic 
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work; medications for home treatment; 
medical aids and dietary foods; medical 
expertise of work ability.

According to the Healthcare Act, the main 
package of health services is guaranteed 
from the NHIF budget for all persons hav-
ing health insurances.

The provision of access to the healthcare 
system under the arrangements of com-
pulsory health insurance is delegated to 
the general practitioners. Every person 
having health insurance is entitled to 
select their general practitioner and to 
change him/her for another GP twice a 
year.

Access to specialized outpatient care and 
diagnostic tests is limited at the GP’s office 
through the applying of regulating stan-
dards introduced by NHIF, which include 
a limited number of medical directions 
referring a patient to medical special-
ists and certain amount of money al-
lotted for medical/laboratory tests. 

In outpatient care there exist certain reg-
ulating standards as well. These include 
the number of reported medical exami-
nations and the number of dispensary 
cases. Specialists avail of a certain num-
ber of directions for referring a patient to 
another specialist, an amount of money 
allotted for laboratory tests limited per 
three-month periods and for highly spe-
cialized activities. 

Immunizations and preventive examina-
tions are GPs’ responsibility. GPs, in their 
turn, conclude contracts with other pro-
viders of medical aid, usually emergency-
aid specialists to provide emergency aid 
to GPs’ patients.

Access to hospital aid is implemented 
through directions issued at all levels 
of outpatient care and the patient can 
choose a hospital throughout the coun-
try, provided that this hospital holds a 
signed contract with the RHIO.

Payment for health services is regulat-
ed by the National Framework Contract, 
which defines the scopes and prices of 
health services. 

On the one hand, access to specialized 
outpatient aid and diagnostic is limited 
because of a limited number of directions 
referring a patient to examination by a 
medical specialist, and on the other hand 
NHIO does not cover expensive consum-
ables employed in hospital treatment. In 
this situation exemplary regular payers 
of their health insurance contributions 
are made to pay additional money in 
order to be examined by a specialist, 
which is an explicit example how access 
to medical aid is being limited. 

Consecutive changes introduced in the 
Health Insurance Act in 2003 and 2004 
provided conditions for deferred pay-
ment of contributions under the com-
pulsory health insurance obligation, 
and the individuals staying abroad for 
more than 183 days in a year can be 
relieved from their obligation to pay 
health insurance contributions upon 
advance notice given to the National Rev-
enue Agency. 

Following the most recent changes, 
health insurance status is determined on 
the grounds of the contributions paid in 
the most recent 36 months; irregularity is 
pronounced in case of non-payment of 
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three or more contributions and in cases 
of contributions left unpaid in past peri-
ods: art. 109 of the Health Insurance Act.

Three are the main measures through 
which the government provides social 
protection for persons in disadvantaged 
position with regard to their access to 
healthcare:

•	 Coverage of the health insurance 
for persons in disadvantaged posi-
tion;

•	 Payment of targeted aid for pro-
vided hospital care;

•	 Providing of midwifery aid to 
women without health insurances.

With the changes introduced in the 
Health Insurance Act, as of 01.01.2003, 
the Social Assistance Agency through 
its territorial divisions transfers money 
targeted for health insurance of persons 
in disadvantaged social position who 
do not have health insurance rights or 
whose health insurance rights have been 
broken.

As provided in Art. 40, Para 3, I. 5 and I. 
9 of the Social Insurance Act, the follow-
ing groups of individuals are being in-
sured from the national budget through 
the Social Assistance Directorates at 
their address of permanent residence, if 
such individuals are not insured on other 
grounds:  

•	 If they meet the conditions for re-
ceiving monthly social aids and 
targeted aids for heating under 
the procedures provided in the So-
cial Assistance Act, if such persons 
are not being insured on another 

grounds; included in this group 
are individuals accommodated in 
specialized institutions for social 
services.

•	 Parents, adoptive parents or spous-
es who take care of disabled per-
sons of lost ability to work over 
90% who are in constant need of 
assistance.

From these regulations it can easily be 
seen that access to medical care for the 
poor is tied up with the eligibility for 
one of the GMI programmes. These pro-
grammes are very restrictive. For exam-
ple the monthly social benefits only cov-
er 3% of the population. Which means 
that being poor in Bulgaria is related to a 
very high risk of being excluded from the 
health insurance system. 

The Social Assistance Directorates pre-
pare each month and present to the ter-
ritorial divisions of the National Revenue 
Agency lists of the persons receiving 
monthly social aids under Art. 9 of the 
Regulation for Applying the Social Assis-
tance Act intended for social assistance, 
targeted aids for heating, aids to non-in-
sured persons accommodated in special-
ized institutions for social services, aids 
to parents, adoptive parents or spouses 
who take care of disabled persons of lost 
ability to work over 90% who are in con-
stant need of assistance.  

Bulgarian citizens who meet all of the 
below listed criteria have the right to re-
ceive targeted aid intended for payment 
of hospital care for diagnostic and treat-
ment provided in medical institutions 
(Decree No 17 of the Council of Ministers 
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of 31.01.2007):

•	 They are not health insured under 
the conditions and order provided 
in the Health Insurance Act;

•	 They don’t have income;

•	 They don’t possess receivables, 
deposit accounts, share participa-
tions and securities of total value 
above 500 BGN;

•	 They don’t possess real or personal 
property which might be a source 
to generate income, except for ob-
jects servicing this person’s usual 
needs;

•	 They haven’t concluded a contract 
to give property as compensation 
for support and/or care provided 
to them;

•	 They haven’t transferred residen-
tial- or holiday property and/or 
shares thereof against payment in 
the recent 5 years (amended to 1 
year);

•	 They haven’t transferred owner-
ship over residential- or holiday 
property and/or shares thereof in 
the recent 5 years via a grant con-
tract;

•	 They haven’t travelled abroad on 
their own expense in the recent 
12 months except for the treat-
ment of a medical condition; (can-
celled).

	 As can be seen from the list of cri-
teria means tests for receiving targeted 
aid were forbiddingly restrictive, which 
lead to the rejection of a large proportion 

of applicants.

Midwifery aid to women without health 
insurances is provided under a Regula-
tion of the Ministry of Health – Regula-
tion No 26 of 14.06.2007. The scope of 
medical services related to midwifery 
aid provided to women without health 
insurances includes the services speci-
fied in clinical pathway No 141 “Delivery 
regardless of pregnancy duration, foe-
tus examination and manner of deliv-
ery”. This Regulation has been in effect 
as of 01.01.2007 and the activities under 
this pathway intended for women with-
out health insurances are financed from 
the national budget through NHIO. This 
Regulation does not provide funds for 
monitoring of pregnancy.

Newborn babies and children up to 18 
years old are entitled to free medical 
aid regardless whether their parents 
have health insurances or not.

The analyses of reported data about the 
past period show that over one half of 
the approved applications for targeted 
aid have been for payment of hospital 
aid under the clinical pathway for child 
delivery.

The data provided make evident that the 
system for social protection of persons 
in disadvantaged social position with re-
gard to their health insurance does not 
cover the needs for medical aid of the 
separate groups in the three main direc-
tions in which this system operates.

According to conducted sociological 
research, 57.7% of the persons without 
health insurance indicate unemployment 
as being the reason why they don’t have 



36

MAKING THE MOST OF EU FUNDS FOR ROMA

health insurance, while 12.9% claim fi-
nancial difficulties. These persons do not 
cover the criteria for receiving monthly 
social aids and targeted aids for heating, 
thus they are not eligible for health insur-
ance from the national budget.

This group of persons without health 
insurance can rely on two social safety 
nets: one extending targeted aid for 
hospital treatment, and one for the provi-
sion of midwifery aid to women without 
health insurances. In order to obtain sup-
port for hospital treatment, the persons 
without health insurances must meet 
special requirements. The information 
provided by the Social Assistance Agen-
cy shows that on the grounds of apply-
ing the above eligibility criteria, targeted 
aid for hospital treatment was refused to 
50% of the applicants in 2006, to 37.4% of 
the applicants in 2007 and to 39.1% of the 
applicants in 2008. 

This means that such people are de-
prived even of hospital aid, when such 
aid is necessitated in case of grave dis-
eases. Persons without health insurances 
belonging to the groups who define 
themselves as unemployed or being in 
difficult financial situation are practically 
deprived of access to all levels of outpa-
tient medical aid with the exception of 
emergency medical aid.

The building of a system for social pro-
tection of persons in disadvantaged 
social position should be based on the 
constitutional provisions which validate 
health insurance as a right and not as an 
obligation of the Bulgarian citizens. 

Even the criteria for receiving monthly 
social aids and targeted aids for heat-
ing distributable under the order of 
the Social Assistance Act, which are 
also very restrictive, are inapplicable 
to the provision of health care ser-
vices. So even more restrictive means 
tests are applied to poor people with-
out health insurance.

The issue about the health insurance of 
the socially disadvantaged persons is ob-
ligation of the state and it must find its 
adequate solution, however not in the 
form of social assistance when a need for 
medical aid arises but rather as payment 
of contributions to the regular health in-
surance system. For this purpose current 
means tests for GMI need to be revised 
so as to include at least the persons in the 
lowest income decile a lot of whom are 
Roma.

It is necessary to build an independent 
system for the health insurance of these 
citizens, which should account for their 
ability to pay regularly the health insur-
ance contributions and such system 
should further provide flexible mecha-
nisms for quick inclusion when a person 
is not in a position to pay their health in-
surance contributions. 

The system for protection of socially dis-
advantaged persons turns the emergen-
cy medical aid into the single health 
aid accessible to a significant share of 
the citizens belonging to these vul-
nerable groups. It is necessary to thor-
oughly review the health insurance sys-
tem with regard to these persons and it 
should be done in compliance with the 



37

OPEN SOCIETY INSTITUTE – SOFIA

constitutional provisions (Kirov et al: 
2008).

І.3.2. Health mediators

I.3.2.1. Background  

The initiation of the position of Health 
Mediator in the Roma community can be 
mentioned as a positive practice in the 
field of healthcare. This is a new practice 
for Bulgaria, while it has a long history in 
other European countries such as France, 
Spain and Romania. The health mediator 
in the Roma community is meant to acts 
as intermediary between the poorest 
Roma communities and the healthcare 
and social services. 

The model of the HEALTH MEDIATOR 
has now 10 years of history and its model 
has been recognized as one of the most 
successful practices in the field of minor-
ity access to health services. The experi-
ences of the Romanian NGO “Romani 
Criss”, the Romanian Ministry of Health 
and the Institute of Public Health of Neth-
erlands have been used for the develop-
ment of the model of the health media-
tors in Bulgaria.

I.3.2.2. Description of the Practice 

	 The main objectives of the me-
diation programme are:

•	 Overcoming cultural barriers in the 
communication between Roma 
communities and medical person-
nel 

•	 Overcoming the existing discrimi-

natory attitudes in Roma health 
service;

•	 Optimizing the implementation of 
preventive programmes among 
the Roma population;

•	 Health education of Roma and ac-
tive social work in the community; 

•	 Active social work with vulnerable 
groups of Roma

Initially the model was introduced by 
EMHPF, but later the model became gov-
ernment policy implemented by the Min-
istry of Health and the National Council 
for Cooperation on Ethnic and Demo-
graphic Issues 11. 

In Bulgaria, the health mediator model 
was launched in 2001 by the team of 
“Ethnic Minorities Health Problems Foun-
dation” (EMHPF) as a part of a pilot proj-
ect under which the first five health me-
diators were trained in Iztok quarter in 
Kyustendil.  

2003-2007 - The first Health-Mediator 
Curricula were developed by the Ethnic 
Minority Health Programme Foundation 
in 2001 (www. emhpf.org). EMHPF was 
responsible for the training of the health 
mediators during the project implemen-
tation in its part concerning health me-
diators’ training. 

The Following projects have played key 
role for the training of health mediators 
(HM):

•	 2003-2004 - PHARE 2001 Pro-
gramme, Consortium – OSI Sofia, 

11 Now renamed National Council for Cooperation on Ethnic 
and Integration Issues.
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EMHPH, Bulgarian Family Planning 
Association, Diversity Foundation; 

•	 2005-2007 - ECIP Foundation, 
EMHPF, MATRA Programme of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Kingdom of Netherlands, working 
in the rural areas of 5 districts — 
Montana, Yambol, Ruse, Razgrad, 
Blagoevgrad

•	 2006 - Initiative for Health Founda-
tion and The Roma Health Foun-
dation- Sliven, under European 
project; the training component 
of HM is implemented by EMHPF

•	 2006-2007 PHARE 2003, Centre of 
social practices

	 2007 – The curricula for the 
Health Mediators programme were ap-
proved by the Ministry of Health and the 
National Council of Ethnic and Demo-
graphic Issues under the PHARE project - 
Europeaid/121330/D/SV/BG - Educational 
and Medical Integration of Vulnerable 
Minority Groups with a Special Focus on 
Roma – Component 03: Health

All the health mediators were trained 
under a uniform curriculum approved by 
the Ministry of Health. The trainings were 
financed from different programmes and 
projects. The total number of trained 
health mediators in the period 2001 – 
2010 was 178. In 2010 and 2011 the offi-
cially appointed health mediators have 
been 105. About 15 of them are not actu-
ally working because of different reasons. 
In 2011 health mediators have been ap-
pointed in 57 municipalities in Bulgaria. 

Financing of the Health Mediator 
Programme

In late 2005, the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Policy (MLSP) showed their inter-
est in the mediator’s position. In 2005, 
only the trained health mediators from 
the town of Dupnitsa and the town of 
Dobrich were appointed under the Pro-
gramme “From social assistance to em-
ployment”, and in 2006 another thirteen 
health mediators were appointed under 
the same programme. In the period 2003 
– 2007, under different projects and pro-
grammes more than 100 health media-
tors were trained in the whole country.

Starting from 2007, the health media-
tors were appointed in the municipali-
ties through delegated budgets. Despite 
this achievement, it turned out that each 
year the budget for health mediators’ 
salaries had to be negotiated and ap-
proved by the Government (Ministry of 
Health and Ministry of Finance). There 
were many difficulties during the years: 
health mediators weren’t appointed on 
time, they waited for months to start 
working, or the delegated budget was 
delayed.  Supported by nongovernmen-
tal organizations and citizens that stand 
for the institutionalization of the health 
mediator’s profession, representatives of 
the Network had work meetings with the 
respective institutions, sent letters to the 
Prime minister and to relevant ministers. 

In one of the critical periods for the 
health mediator’s profession (2009), a 
representative from the National Net-
work of Health Mediators (NNMH) was 
sent to Brussels. A meeting was held with 
the representative of the European Com-
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mission - Mr. Eduardo Fernandez-Zincke, 
member of the cabinet of the Commis-
sioner responsible for health Adroulla 
Vassiliou.  The meeting was arranged 
following a letter addressed to Commis-
sioner Vassiliou which briefly described 
the situation of the profession “health 
mediator” in Bulgaria. The letter indi-
cated great number of difficulties with 
regard to the institutionalization of the 
profession: problems with approving the 
delegated budgets each year, the lack of 
an employee in the Ministry of Health in 
charge of the mediators’ programme, the 
blocked process of selection and training 
of new health mediators.

In 2010 and 2011, the necessary minimum 
budget was secured and the programme 
of health mediators was more sustainable 
than it was in 2008-2009, meaning that 
the service could be delivered without 
break and discontinuity. The delegated 

budget comes on time (in January each 
year). Now (March 2011) the Network of 
Health Mediators holds even a promise 
of Tsvetan Tsvetanov (vice-premier and 
chairman of the National Council for Eth-
nic and Demographic Issues in the Coun-
cil of Ministers) that the budget has been 
secured for year 2012.

Number of mediators

More than 100 health mediators were 
trained throughout the country under 
different projects and programmes in the 
period 2003 through 2007. In 2008, nine-
teen new health mediators were trained 
in the Medical College in Plovdiv. They 
were selected from municipalities with-
out any trained health mediators at that 
time, and the mayors of these municipali-
ties covered the costs for the health me-
diators’ training. 

year Number of 
employed HM

The budget for HM salary comes form:

2005 6 HM (2 municipalities) Programme „From social allowance towards employment“, 
Ministry of Labour and Social Policy

2006 13 (3 municipalities) Programme „From social allowance towards employment“, 
Ministry of Labour and Social Policy

2007 57 HM (24 municipali-
ties) Ministry of Finance, Delegated budget

2008 111 (55 municipalities) Ministry of Finance, Delegated budget

2009 105 (55 municipalities) Ministry of Finance, Delegated budget

2010 105 (55 municipalities) Ministry of Finance, Delegated budget

2011 105 (57 municipalities) Ministry of Finance, Delegated budget
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In 2011, there are 105 health mediators employed in 57 municipalities (in Bulgaria 
municipalities are 264) in 20 regions (out of total 28).

Who provided and led the training of Roma mediators?

Health mediators can be trained in two 
certified medical colleges – Plovdiv and 
Vratsa. 
The colleges form part of the Medical 
University of Sofia and Medical Univer-
sity of Plovdiv.

The Profession “Health Mediator” is 
officially recognized by the National 
Classification of 
Occupations in Bulgaria in the follow-
ing group: Single Group3222: Health 
Inspectors; 

Code of the position: 3222-3002
Job title: Health Mediator

year
Number of 
trained health 
mediators

Organizations that trained 
health mediators

Official certificate for 
HM Training/ educa-
tion comes from:

2001 5 Ethnic Minorities Health Problems Foundation 
- EMHPF, working in Iztok quarter, Kyustendil

2003-
2004

51 PHARE 2001 Programme, trainees from 15 
Bulgarian cities;
Consortium – OSI Sofia, EMHPH, Bulgarian 
Family Planning Association, Diversity 
Foundation 

Ministry of Health

2005 16 ECIP Foundation, EMHPF, MATRA Programme 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Kingdom 
of Netherlands, working in the rural areas of 5 
districts — Montana, Yambol, Ruse, Razgrad, 
Blagoevgrad

Ministry of Health

2006 17 Trained HMs from Varna, Sliven, Stara Zagora, 
Sofia, Initiative for
Health Foundation - Sofia and Roma Health 
Foundation -Sliven, under European project, 
funded by Secretariado General Gitano

Ministry of Health

2007 45 PHARE 2003 Programme, trained in the 
Medical Colleges in Vratsa and Plovdiv

Medical college in 
Plovdiv

2008 19 Trained in the Medical college in Plovdiv, 
training was paid by the municipalities

Medical college in 
Plovdiv

2010 25 Trained in the Medical college in Plovdiv, 
training was paid by the municipalities

Medical college in 
Plovdiv



41

OPEN SOCIETY INSTITUTE – SOFIA

The health mediator’s model is unique 
and successful for Bulgaria because:  

•	 For the first time in Bulgaria a pro-
fession has been institutionalized 
that contributes to the direct im-
provement of the access to health 
and social services for vulnerable 
groups (especially Roma);

•	 The introduction of this new pro-
fession also contributes to over-
coming cultural barriers in the 
communications between Roma 
population and  medical staff and 
the existing discrimination atti-
tudes in the field of health services 
for the Roma locally; 

•	 The health mediators are irre-
placeable figures in optimizing 
the implementation of prevention 
programmes among the Roma 
population; 

•	 The health mediators introduced 
practices for health education 
of the Roma and for active social 
work in the community;

The Bulgarian health mediator’s model al-
ready provoked the interest of the neigh-
bouring countries Macedonia and Serbia.  
In 2010, trainers of health mediators from 
Bulgaria were invited to visit Macedonia 
in order to participate in training for state 
institutions and NGOs where they pre-
sented the Bulgarian model.  

I.3.2.3. Achieved Outcomes

2010 was the most successful year for 
the health mediators and the Network of 
Health Mediators in Bulgaria. 

Due to the efforts of the Directorate 
“Ethnic and Demographic Issues” at the 
Council of Ministers, municipalities and 
others, for the first time the delegated 
budget was received on time and the 
health mediators started work on 
time, without the problems caused by 
delayed payments.  In 2011 the delegat-
ed budget was received on time too.

In 2011, for a fifth consecutive year the 
programme was financially backed by 
the state. NCCEDI, Ministry of Health, 
and the National Network of Health Me-
diators agreed to increase the number of 
health mediators from 105 to 130 in 2012. 
This will support the expansion of the 
programme in other districts and munici-
palities in which up to now there haven’t 
been trained health mediators.

National Network of the Health Medi-
ators – www.zdravenmediator.net

The idea for establishing a health media-
tor’s network evolved over the years and 
became a fact in a time when the first 57 
health mediators were appointed in 24 
municipalities in the country.  In Febru-
ary 2007, two meetings took place with 
more than 50 health mediators to discuss 
the concrete objectives and tasks of the 
National network, the organizational 
structure of the Network and its repre-
sentation. Association “National Network 
of the Health Mediators” was established 
on 27 April 2007 in Sofia. Founders of the 
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Network are health mediators, physicians 
(specialists, general practitioners), nurs-
es, trainers of the health mediators, ex-
perts in integration policies, experts and 
specialists in the field of public health-
care, followers and citizens who support 
the introduction of the health mediator’s 
figure as a part of the public healthcare 
system in Bulgaria. 

The Network of the Health Mediators 
which works for improving access to 
healthcare is the biggest Roma or-
ganization in Bulgaria: more than 80 
members in the Network are Roma 
and they work daily in their Roma 
neighbourhoods (Roma mahalas), vil-
lages, etc.

Other achievements of the health me-
diation programme include:  

•	 Increased number of immuniza-
tions and re-immunizations in the 
Roma community; 

•	 Prevention of early births: the 
health mediators provide informa-
tion about contraception (con-
doms, contraceptive spirals);

•	 Improving the access to primary 
and specialized medical aid;

•	 Improved implementation of the 
national health programmes tar-
geting mother and child health-
care;

•	 Informational campaigns focused 
on different diseases with regard 
to the specifics of the community;

•	 Improved health culture: health in-
surance, rights and responsibilities 

of patients, etc.;

•	 Prevention of tuberculosis: the 
health mediators participate ac-
tively in screening campaigns;

•	 Prevention and participation of 
the health mediators in national 
immunization campaigns: measles 
epidemics, prevention of child ce-
rebral paralysis;

•	 Increased health awareness 
among the Roma: hygiene at 
home and in the neighbourhood;

•	 Change of the attitudes of Roma 
with regard to their health: health 
is valuable;

•	 Antidiscrimination model: Roma 
and Bulgarians work together 
(health mediators, physicians, 
health specialists, local authorities, 
etc.);

•	 Changed attitudes towards edu-
cation: parents are encouraged to 
send their children to school;

•	 Work with Roma women: in-
creased health culture with regard 
to family planning and reproduc-
tive health, domestic violence and 
trafficking prevention;

•	 Work with youths: participation of 
young Roma in public and civil ini-
tiatives on occasion of Roma holi-
days. 

Conditions that will make sustainability 
of the health mediation programme pos-
sible

•	 Sustainability of the “health media-
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tor” profession can only be guar-
anteed in a long-term period by 
making it part of the health care 
system and policies for access to 
health care;

•	 The delegated budgets for health 
mediators should be ensured and 
transferred to the municipalities 
on time in order to guarantee nor-
mal work conditions for the health 
mediators. The budgets for health 
mediators’ salaries should be in-
cluded in the three year budget 
forecasts;

•	 National standard for the con-
tracts, work conditions, salaries 
and work time of the health me-
diators should be elaborated in 
close cooperation with municipali-
ties, state institutions and experts;

•	 Training of new health mediators 
should be made regular and ide-
ally based with Medical Colleges 
and Universities;

•	 Promotion of the profession 
“health mediator” with the partici-
pation of institutions and the Min-
istry of Health – internet site, good 
practices – in national and local 
media – PR campaigns, working 
with national and regional Media;

•	 Internal professional supervision of 
the health mediators’ work should 
be organized. Independent moni-
toring and comprehensive evalu-
ation of the impact of the health 
mediators’ work hitherto should 
be conducted taking into account 
the differences among minority 

communities in terms of health 
status and health related life styles.

•	 The Ministry of Health should 
designate an expert directly re-
sponsible for the health mediators’ 
programme. This person should 
be acquainted with the essence 
of the health mediator’s job; s/he 
should also know and be sensitive 
towards the specific health prob-
lems of the ethnic minorities. 

Replication and scaling up of the 
health mediation programme has al-
ready started. As the participation of 
municipalities in the process is crucial 
it is very important to involve closely 
the National Association of Municipal-
ities. An overall assessment of the to-
tal number of health mediators need-
ed in Bulgaria will be very useful for 
determining the optimal size of the 
health mediation programme. Such an 
assessment should be based on a new 
evaluation of the programme, map-
ping of communities that need health 
mediation, and drafting of a standard 
for the health mediators workload. 

I.3.2.4. Mechanisms for monitoring 
and evaluation  

In 2007, an assessment of the mediators’ 
motivation and the municipalities’ readi-
ness to employ them and to effectively 
utilize their skills was conducted. Most 
of the settlements with health mediators 
holding certificates from the Ministry 
of Health (MH) were visited: Pazardzhik, 
Lom, Varna, Dobrich, Lovech, Kazan-
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lak, Stara Zagora, Asenovgrad, Haskovo, 
Yambol, etc.

The major goals were both to assess the 
motivation of the trained mediators per 
settlement and to strengthen the posi-
tion of health mediators in the reformed 
health system. The assessment tried to 
specify the institutional map of health 
mediation and, more specifically, the 
roles of the local authorities, Regional 
Centres of Health Care, the Regional 
Inspectorates for Public Health Protec-
tion and Control (RIs for PHPC), Regional 
Health Insurance Funds, National Public 
Health Institute, and other stakeholders. 

Looking for a slot for health mediators’ 
placement within the Bulgarian health-
care system, at that time health media-
tors were perceived as part of the Health 
Strategy for Disadvantaged Persons. 
Such an approach gave also an accept-
able solution for the funding mechanism. 
Funds for health mediation could be eas-
ily incorporated in delegated (allocated) 
budgets for all municipalities where 
there are health mediators holding cer-
tificates from the MH. It can be argued 
of course to what extent this approach 
is viable in a long-term perspective and 
whether health mediation is a temporary 
solution or forms a part of the permanent 
package of public services in healthcare.

A model for evaluation and monitoring 
the work of the health mediators was 
also elaborated in 2006 with funding 
from the Phare programme: PHARE 2004 
- TA for the implementation of the Health 
Promotion & Preventive Maternal and 
Child Health Care) (EuropeAid/122909/D/

SER/BG). 

The model for monitoring and evalua-
tion of the health mediators’ work gave 
some guidelines and recommendations 
for conducting such monitoring. In par-
ticular, the monitoring model reviewed a 
list of key issues and gave some concrete 
recommendations how to address them:

•	 Internal monitoring – models and 
proposals;

•	 Timeframe of the monitoring con-
ducted;

•	 Who should conduct such moni-
toring;

•	 Tools for conducting monitoring 
– analysis of reports, provided by 
the health mediators; monitoring 
field visits; interviews with repre-
sentatives of the local community, 
health and social institutions, GPs 
and other medical specialists, em-
ployers, etc.; focus groups.

The elaborated proposal for monitor-
ing and evaluation of health mediators’ 
work in Bulgaria was meant to be used 
and adapted by the municipalities where 
health mediators work. We could not 
collect information to what extent the 
work of the health mediators continues 
to be monitored at present. There is little 
doubt that this needs to be done system-
atically along with introducing a system 
for professional supervision and support 
for this challenging helping profession, in 
which high rates of burn out should be 
expected.  
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І.4. EDUCATION

І.4.1. The Education of Roma 
in Bulgaria

Access to quality education for Roma 
children is a complex problem of key 
significance to these children’s overall 
future development and integration. 
This problem has been well recognized 
and it is no by coincidence that various 
NGOs, foreign donors, local- and central 
government institutions have invested a 
lot of effort, time and money in this area 
over the past ten years compared to any 
other domain of Roma integration. 

Practical field work through these years 
showed that there is no universal edu-
cational model which can be multiplied 
everywhere. The two examples of good 
practices in education outlined in this re-
port are only a small fraction of the large 
“palette” of approbated practices, which 
can be applied in varying combinations 
depending on local conditions.

In recent years, this approach has logical-
ly pushed a large number of NGOs in the 
direction of developing and applying of 
“local models” for access to education, 
which, on the one hand take account of 
all local specifics, and on the other hand 
apply a comprehensive approach to the 
resolving of each individual issue. 

Development and applying of “local ed-
ucational models”, which are unique for 
the respective place, have been increas-
ingly meeting with the approval and sup-
port of specialists and NGOs and we can 
definitely state that in the future we shall 
witness a massive development and rep-

lication of this approach.

It should be noted that nearly all good in-
tegration practices have started as proj-
ects implemented by NGOs and financed 
mainly by international donors. To a large 
degree, this circumstance has provided 
for the freedom needed by the NGOs 
to “experiment” with new methods and 
approaches. Learning from their own 
experience and mistakes provided these 
NGOs with an opportunity to develop 
practices, which in many cases became a 
cause for changes in governmental poli-
cies, in one direction or another.

Many NGO initiatives have been related 
to “attacking” the issue of early dropouts 
from school of Roma children. One of the 
reasons for such dropouts is the fact that 
Roma children do not have command 
of the Bulgarian language because until 
their enrolment to school they have nev-
er had the chance to learn Bulgarian. 

In first school grade, the lack of command 
of Bulgarian language adds up to the 
stress of entering a new environment and 
the demand to observe new rules. Even 
in cases where children do show interest 
in learning, they soon lose it because the 
teacher-pupil communication is virtually 
impossible and children get depressed 
from being perceived as ignorant. Poor 
command of Bulgarian language leads 
to serious delays in mastering the topics 
on the school curriculum, which causes 
gaps in knowledge to accumulate with 
years and thus, eventually, children drop 
out from school.

This is the reason why numerous NGOs 
dealing with educational issues of Roma 
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children direct their efforts so that these 
children can master the official language 
of the country. This happens either be-
fore children enter the first school-grade: 
in preparatory groups organized in pre-
schools or in preparatory classes orga-
nized at the schools, or in special lessons 
conducted by hired specialists. In all cas-
es however, the fundamental practice is 
identical: alongside with the professional 
teachers who lead the educational pro-
cess, teacher assistants attend in class. 
These teacher assistants are Roma of 
secondary education who have equally 
good command of both their mother 
tongue and the Bulgarian language. They 
interpret the taught material to the chil-
dren, when necessary, they monitor that 
all children understood and memorized 
the material taught and they take care 
for the good relationship between Roma 
parents and the school, i.e. they provide 
for the “family-school” liaison.

Thus, in 1996 in “Liliya” preschool in Sto-
lipinovo quarter in Plovdiv, under the 
leadership of Prof. Irina Koleva and with 
the support of C.E.G.A. Foundation and 
“Roma” Foundation of Plovdiv, the first 
“teacher assistants” were introduced. This 
has also been the first mediation practice 
introduced in Bulgaria: the practice of 
“learning mediator” with the respective 
job description included in the Classifica-
tion of Occupations.

Highly positive results have been 
achieved in the first years after the “learn-
ing mediator” position has been intro-
duced: increased interest to learning not 
only with children but with their parents 
as well, very good achievements in the 

elementary school grades and abrupt 
reduction in the number of dropped-out 
children.

These achievements have become the 
reason for the development and imple-
mentation of two projects under the 
PHARE programme, the first of which was 
implemented by a Consortium of leader 
organization “Step by Step” Foundation. 
This project was targeted at the develop-
ment of a job description for the “teacher 
assistant” position, and the second proj-
ect implemented by a Consortium led 
by “Care Bulgaria” provided training to 
teacher assistants.

Introducing delegated budgets in educa-
tion practically cut off opportunities for 
employment of additional teaching staff 
(what teacher assistants are) and the pro-
cess of hiring such staff in schools could 
not be developed to a degree, which 
would have allowed individual approach 
in the work with every single child in the 
classroom to be applied. There are exam-
ples from other education systems show-
ing that this could become a good rem-
edy for many behavioural and learning 
problems. It’s plainly visible by everyone 
that the Bulgarian teacher cannot pay 
sufficient attention to every child in their 
class owing to a large number of pupils 
included in each class formation.

The first desegregation projects started 
with claims to be the ultimate alternative 
to the introducing of the teacher assis-
tant position in the educational system, 
attention being paid exclusively and 
solely to the legal aspect of the process 
while the processes of children’s adapta-
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tion and progress were not included on 
the agenda.

It was believed that the mechanical act 
of transporting pupils from Roma neigh-
bourhoods to mixed schools would auto-
matically resolve the issues of equal start 
and equal access to education, and that 
the mixing of children was a guarantee in 
its own right that Roma children would 
integrate without problems. 

There were Roma employed at the deseg-
regation projects, the so-called “mentors” 
who were responsible for the bus trans-
portation of the children to school and 
back. The environment of the host schools 
had not been prepared in advance for 
what some school directors have called 
the “invasion of Roma children”. This envi-
ronment stayed hostile to Roma children 
and this was the reason why we witnessed 
the process of return of Roma children to 
segregated schools. What’s more, the lack 
of organization, a plan for risk mitigation 
and clear tools to address the situation in 
receiving schools?

With the closing of approximately 400 
schools throughout the country owing to 
demographic and financial reasons, nu-
merous Roma children were additionally 
commuted to host- or secondary schools. 
All these circumstances gave birth to a 
phenomenon called “secondary segre-
gation” known from before, when the 
number of Roma children per class ex-
ceeded 25 to 30% in one ethnically mixed 
host school. Then another phenomenon 
appeared: the segregated school simply 
shifted from the Roma neighbourhood 
to downtown. In this way, the so-called 

“optimization of school network” in 
many cases additionally devaluated the 
efforts for successful desegregation of 
Roma pupils, though examples can be 
cited, where financially motivated op-
timizing considerations became a valid 
reason for the closing of schools, and for 
the successful (at least for the time being) 
redirection of children to another, better 
school.

Until some years ago, the experience of 
Association “Nevo Drom” of Kyustendil in 
the area of desegregation was very valu-
able with the comprehensive approach 
applied by it. Their approach used a com-
bination of a large share of the so-far ap-
probated educational practices: 

•	 Work with the children in prepara-
tory groups to make them ready 
to start school and to prepare chil-
dren for enrolment in downtown 
schools.

•	 Organizing of trainings for the 
host-school teachers, for teacher 
assistants, for parents (both Roma 
and Bulgarian), and for the local 
educational institutions.

•	 Scientific monitoring on the de-
segregation process: preparation 
of preschool children for the forth-
coming first grade in the mixed 
school, trainings for the teachers 
conducted by university lecturers.

•	 Preparation of parents (“School for 
parents”).

•	 Close cooperation with educa-
tional institutions and local mass 
media.
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•	 Financing for extracurricular inte-
gration activities in host schools: a 
proven practice to raise children’s 
interest to school.

•	 Introducing a large variety of 
manuals and aids on the subject 
of cross-cultural (cross ethnic) 
understanding and intellectual 
experience in the daily work of 
teachers and teacher assistants in 
preschools and host schools. 

Over the time, several models of deseg-
regation shaped out: the first one is the 
Vidin model of clearly expressed human-
right protection nature, this being the 
most widely spread model in Europe; the 
Kyustendil model, which has been based 
on university research on intercultural 
education. This model tries to test dif-
ferent approaches involving all relevant 
stakeholders.

The third model of desegregation can be 
called a model of desegregation through 
voluntary shift of pupils from the major-
ity, instead of from the minority. This is 
achieved through turning the segregat-
ed schools into “magnet” host schools 
for children from the majority, the focus 
being on intercultural education but in 
the surroundings of the majority. This 
model is successfully applied in Belgium 
and has only been tested in Bulgaria in 
the late 90-ties in the framework of a 
Phare funded project to reduce school 
dropout.

The major drawback of the Kyustendil 
model of desegregation, as well as of 
all desegregation projects made after 
the pattern of the Vidin model, is the 

total lack of activities in the segregated 
schools, the explanation being that no 
money should be “poured down” into 
schools offering questionable quality of 
education. This approach leads to com-
plete marginalizing of the most vulner-
able of Roma children, namely those 
children who remain in the segregated 
school after the places on the desegrega-
tion programme have been filled-out and 
after the pupils of higher social standing 
have left the segregated school, leaving 
behind an even more marginalized and 
marginalizing social- and pedagogical 
environment.

Educational experts (Ivatts: 1998; Kyuchu-
kov: 2006) consider that the second (i.e. 
the one applied in Kyustendil) model is 
more suitable for the education of Roma 
children, while the third (magnet) model 
is more appropriate for preschools and 
elsewhere as possible(Kyuchukov: 2006).

The comparison between the different 
models of desegregation, and the ex-
ample with the introducing of teacher 
assistants were necessary in order to 
demonstrate how the good practices 
can be additionally “improved” through 
combining and complementing, while 
neither practice is being perceived to be 
an ultimate alternative. What’s more, the 
outlined negative aspects of the differ-
ent desegregation models show that we 
have complex and multilayer processes 
and they should be approached with 
greatest sense of responsibility, good 
planning and moderation, and with the 
support and engagement of all stake-
holders in the process.
 -------------------------------------------
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Desegregation understood simply as 
bussing (transporting of Roma children 
to school and back by bus) cannot be 
applied in all places. Currently, only the 
large cities offer conditions to start de-
segregation because of existing capac-
ity to enrol Roma children in downtown 
schools although this is done up to a cer-
tain critical threshold, the purpose being 
to avoid withdrawal of Bulgarian children 
from these schools.

In Lom, for example, the schools are 
“mixed” with prevailing number of Roma 
children: a situation becoming more and 
more typical in rural and areas and small 
towns with large share of the Roma pop-
ulation. These schools do not have the 
capacity to enrol even one extra child, 
thus the only possible strategy here is 
based on work targeted to improve the 
quality of education in existent schools, 
the focus being on intercultural educa-
tion.

І.4.2.  Desegregation

І.4.2.1.  Desegregation of the Roma 
students in Vidin

In 2000, following an idea of the DROM 
Association in Vidin, the first project on 

desegregation of the Roma education 
was initiated. It had relatively small cov-
erage considering the size of evolving 
desegregation programmes, which oc-
curred just a few years later. The pilot 
project covered 200 children from the 
“Nov pat” (New Way, Nevo Drom) Roma 
neighbourhood in Vidin and was funded 
by the Roma Participation Programme of 
Open Society Institute – Budapest. 

Gradually at the year of 2009, the num-
ber of locations where desegregation 
programmes were being implemented 
reached 10: Vidin – implemented by 
“Drom” Association, Montana – “Sham” 
Foundation, Berkovitsa – “Nangle 2000”, 
Sofia – “Romani Bah”, Kyustendil – “Roma” 
Foundation, Pazardzhik – “Napredak” 
foundation, Plovdiv – Foundation for 
regional development - Roma, Pleven 
– “Amala R”, Stara Zagora – “Lozenets” 
Foundation and Sliven – “Roma academy 
for culture and education”, covering be-
tween 3000 and 3500 children in total 
(REF: 2011).

The model of desegregation initially ac-
cepted by the Vidin project, and subse-
quently by the rest of the projects in the 
other cities, included all or most of the 
following elements(BHC: 2006):

1.	 Enrolment of Roma children in as 
many as possible host schools out-
side Roma neighbourhoods. 

2.	 Specially hired teachers provided 
the academic administration of the 
project by determining (indepen-
dently or through consultations with 
other project participants and the 
host school administrations) a strat-
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egy for enrolment, the need for extra 
academic work with children and the 
types of extracurricular activities that 
would be organized, and by supervis-
ing the work of the councillors.

3.	 The project staff sought out political 
and social support for desegregation 
from the local educational authori-
ties, from the Roma community, from 
non-governmental organizations, 
and from political parties active in 
the respective town.

4.	 The project hired councillors, usu-
ally one per host school, who met the 
needs of the enrolled Roma children 
and of their teachers, and who pro-
vided an everyday liaison between 
the schools, the project administra-
tion, and the parents.

5.	 The pupils were transported from the 
Roma neighbourhoods to the host 
schools in buses specially purchased 
by the non-governmental organiza-
tion for the purposes of desegrega-
tion and labelled accordingly.

6.	 The project organized supplemen-
tary classes for children who were 
falling behind in their classes.  These 
were taught by teachers from the 
host school or by other teachers 
specially hired for this purpose. The 
project also provided supplementary 
preparatory classes in summer and 
during other school vacations.

7.	 The project provided teachers from 
the host schools with opportunities 
for additional training, which had to 
lay special accent on multicultural 
education.

8.	 The project organized extracurricular 
activities, holiday celebrations, excur-
sions, summer camps, etc., of an ex-
plicitly multicultural character, and 
attracted both Roma and Bulgarian 
children and parents to participate.

9.	 The project sought the support of 
the mass media, the local educational 
and municipal authorities and NGOs. 

10.	 The project provided school supplies 
and meals for the needy participants 
and in some cases it also provided 
clothing and shoes.

11.  The project supported the Roma par-
ents and helped them participate in 
parental meetings at the host schools 
and in the occasional meetings orga-
nized especially for parents of chil-
dren in the project.

Usually the team of the project consists 
of the following administrative and op-
erative staff:

•	 Project director: Responsible for 
the overall implementation of the 
project, observing and monitoring 
the rest of the team;

•	 Project manager: Responsible for 
the on-field activities;

•	 Teacher assistants: Accompany-
ing the children from the neigh-
bourhood to the host school and 
bringing them back after school; 
maintaining relations with the par-
ents of the children as well as with 
the teachers being the mediator 
between the community and the 
school;
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•	 Coordinator/s working with par-
ents: responsible for the direct 
communication with parents – 
keeping them informed, involving 
them in activities of the project, 
etc.

•	 Bus driver/s

•	 Accountant

For the years 2000 – 2005 those initiatives 
were supported primarily by the Open 
Society Institute in Budapest. After the 
launch of the Roma Decade, the funding 
for the initiatives from 2005 to 2009 was 
provided by the Roma Education Fund. 
For the same period (2005 – 2009), the 
total amount for the desegregation proj-
ects was approximately 4.000.000 euro.

In 2010 the Roma Education Fund decid-
ed to scale up the success of the projects 
by transferring more responsibilities to 
the public authorities, who are supposed 
to be and are obliged to be the provid-
ers of quality education for all. Thus, the 
REF has invested in the Centre for edu-
cational integration of children and stu-
dents from ethnic minorities at the Min-
istry of Education, Youth and Science in 
a project aimed at institutionalization of 
the desegregation process. Results can-
not be discussed yet as the project is still 
ongoing.

Currently, the desegregation projects are 
being implemented with the financial 
assistance of the Roma Education Fund 
through the Centre for Educational In-
tegration of Children and Students from 
Ethnic Minorities and some of them are 
financially supported by the America for 
Bulgaria Foundation.

І.4.2.2.  Achieved outcomes

The approach, implementation and re-
sults are open to discussion. But dry facts 
are, that for those 10 years:

•	 around 3000 children were pro-
vided with access to quality edu-
cation;

•	 the awareness and the motivation 
of the Roma parents to send their 
children to school increased;

•	 the dropout rate significantly de-
creased;

•	 the average GPA of the children 
from the project are comparable 
to the children from the majority 
in the respective schools;

•	 public awareness on the issues of 
the educational integration were 
increased;

•	 piloted successful model;

•	 established relationships with rel-
evant public institutions;

•	 gained valuable experience on 
community work.

І.4.2.3.  Factors and challenges to 
achieving good outcomes 

Total and long-term commitment: The 
work is very complex and for a single 
NGO it takes the full capacity of resources 
to manage implementation. Implement-
ers share that their working time is ‘24 
hours per day’. They cannot even take 
a vacation during the summer, because 
this is usually enrolment time, and they 
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are the ones who assist to the families 
with all required documentation for hav-
ing their children enrolled.

Long-term planning: The process of 
desegregation should not be taken as 
a single activity or a single project. It 
should be planned in details for as long 
as possible (depending on the existing 
resources). Planning should also include 
raising the capacity of the project team, 
as the field workers are the ones who 
actually drive the process. Their work re-
minds of the work of professional social 
and community workers, extremely well 
paid, which is not the case with the proj-
ect teams of the existing desegregation 
projects. They, however, have gained the 
trust of the community, of parents, chil-
dren, teachers and institutions and have 
gained extremely important skills and 
knowledge by themselves.

Besides the factors for achieving good 
results, the most valuable condition for 
sustainability would be the involvement 
of the public authorities as they can guar-
antee sustainable budget, independent 
from external donors.

Transferring the existing practice into 
wide local/national educational policies 
targeted at complete educational inte-
gration, involving in the process not only 
Roma children, but also children from 
other minorities and children from the 
majority and their parents as well as all 
relevant public authorities.

The process of desegregation proved to 
be replicable. It has already been shown 
in the past and the present. The model, 
applied in Vidin, has been replicated in 

the country and abroad – Romania, Hun-
gary, and etc. What could be done in or-
der to scale it up and to make it better, 
is to work towards transferring it to the 
official authorities, but still being a part 
of the process.

The financing of the projects is based on 
funding from external donors, mainly 
from Open Society Institute – Buda-
pest and Roma education fund. Both of 
the organizations are private and since 
there was an update of their priorities, 
the implementation of the desegrega-
tion process may stop. Thus, the provi-
sion of funds from the national budget 
is needed, as well as a wider and official 
public policy, covering all stakeholders 
in education (Roma and non-Roma chil-
dren and students, Roma and non-Roma 
parents, teachers, school masters, local 
communities, official authorities, wide 
society).

Beyond that, the work with the parents 
should be reinforced, since most of them 
relate the presence of their children in 
school to the provision of transportation 
and school books for free. Most parents 
declare that if the projects stop, they 
will not be able to send their children to 
schools, because of financial insufficien-
cies in the family.

The implementation of the projects has 
constantly been monitored to ensure 
smooth and appropriate implementa-
tion of the activities. Besides that, there 
have been a number of publications on 
the process published through the years 
(Kanev et al: 2005; BHC: 2008; Kyuchukov: 
2006; Nunev: 2006)
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І.4.2.4.  Conclusions and 
recommendations  

•	 Desegregation of Roma education 
is a complex issue related to other 
socio-economic factors: level of 
parental education, economic sit-
uation of the family, public aware-
ness; level of development of the 
country;

•	 Constant work at many levels is re-
quired in order to achieve positive 
results – with all stakeholders;

•	 State/Municipal participation is not 
only about financial sustainability, 
but also about embedding suc-
cessful pilot initiatives into main-
stream policies, about reshaping 
the school education system in a 
way that makes it more equitable.

•	 Teachers and pedagogical person-
nel have to be better qualified to 
teach in ethnically mixed classes: 
to help overcome language barri-
ers, to prevent cases of discrimina-
tion, and to support Roma identity 
and culture. 

•	 Demonstrated willingness and 
commitment of the authorities 
at all levels has been declared 
through the development and 
adoption of different strategies, 
frameworks, action plans: nation-
al, regional and local. However, 
significant financial and other re-
sources have not been allocated 
for their implementation and thus 
the commitment of the authorities 
remains only formal.

•	 The process of desegregation 
has been driven mainly by Roma 
NGOs, while the official authori-
ties support them only symboli-
cally (with few exceptions, where 
the Municipality participates with 
real, but still insufficient resources, 
compared to the real needs). In or-
der to render sustainability to the 
process, it should become part of 
a wide and very well designed na-
tional public policy, implemented 
on national level and funded by 
the state budget, with the par-
ticipation of a multitude of ac-
tors: the Government, Ministry of 
Education, Ministry of Labour, Re-
gional Inspectorates of Education, 
Roma and non-Roma NGOs, local 
authorities, and the media. Com-
munity work should become the 
main focus – both with Roma and 
non-Roma community in order to 
increase awareness on the impor-
tance of educational integration 
and multicultural education, in-
volving Roma and non-Roma par-
ents as much as possible.

•	 The official institutions are the 
ones to bear the responsibilities 
for the provision of access to equal 
and quality education for all, re-
gardless of ethnicity or other so-
cial and physical features. To date, 
what has been achieved in the 
area of desegregation of Roma 
students is due to the efforts of a 
few Roma NGOs. Roma NGOs are 
not public institutions and they 
should not be assigned with such 
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tremendous responsibilities as 
desegregation is. They, however, 
have piloted desegregation initia-
tives and have developed an ap-
proach that might be eventually 
redesigned and applied by the of-
ficial institutions.

І.4.3.  Community Centre for Health 
and Social Services

 

І.4.3.1. Background

Back in 1987, a representative KAB 
(knowledge, attitudes, behaviour) study 
on factors influencing the effectiveness 
of AIDS prevention school programme 
was carried out in Sofia among 1100 stu-
dents aged 15-16. In order to establish 
the factors attributable to participants’ 
outcomes, basic tests for personal psy-
chological characteristics of the students 
were applied (such as extroversity/ in-
troversity, anxiety, focus of control, self-
esteem, IQ, etc.). In addition, some data 
about their families were collected re-
lated to the parents’ income, age, educa-
tion, number of siblings, etc. 

It was established that the only signifi-
cant factor for the effectiveness of AIDS 
education was the social status of the 
students measured by their parents’ in-
come, parents’ educational attainment 
and the educational achievements of the 
student himself/herself. 

It was quite obvious that the social skills 
of adolescents were related to a large 

extent to social status. Owing to this rea-
son, the subsequent health programmes 
among young people were based on 
development of social skills including 
decision-making, verbal and non-verbal 
communication, listening, assertiveness, 
how to say “no”, leadership, self-esteem, 
aggression management, creativity. 

However, health education as a micro-in-
tervention was not sufficient as an effec-
tive strategy when 14 years ago HESED 
started to provide health promotion and 
disease prevention among Roma com-
munity in Bulgaria. 

On the basis of everyday practice and 
critical analysis, we developed the mod-
el of the Health and Social Community 
Centre addressing a higher number 
of determinants of vulnerability of the 
Roma Community, including poverty, 
unemployment, poor living conditions, 
poor education, shortage of services, 
poor health education, shortage of social 
skills and limited life perspectives among 
Roma youths, social and geographic iso-
lation of the Roma neighbourhoods.

І.4.3.2. Early childcare and 
education, early school dropout 
prevention

Our first programmes at the Health and 
Social Centre aimed to prevent early school 
dropout of 1st – 4th grade students because 
of the high number of dropouts at that edu-
cational level. The young pupils faced seri-
ous problems: on the one hand, they were 
distressed by the unfamiliar social environ-
ment with very different requirements from 
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those at home, and on the other hand they 
suffered from a critical deficit in cognitive, 
social and language skills necessary to 
cope at school. It was easy to explain their 
unwillingness to attend school. The team of 
specialists and health- and social commu-
nity assistants invested significant efforts 
to improve the unsatisfactory skills of the 
children. As a result of these efforts and the 
cooperation on the part of school staff, the 
problems were ameliorated.

With the aim to ease the burden of these 
pupils’ parents, volunteers were engaged to 
offer development games to their younger 
peers at the Centre’s children’s room. Later, 
those younger peers became part of the 
school dropout prevention program. Much 
to our surprise, these children were far bet-
ter able to cope with specific tasks than the 
other participants: to focus their attention, 
to listen, to easily adhere to rules, and they 
possessed good motor skills. This develop-
ment made them much more successful 
students.

This example strongly influenced our mo-
tivation to design a cognitive-, social- and 
language skills development programme 
for preschool children with the strong con-
viction that this is the most effective inter-
vention to prevent early school dropout.

In 2002 a Health and Social Centre was set 
up in the Roma neighbourhood “Fakulte-
ta” in Sofia with the cooperation of the 
Ministry of Health, the National Council 
of Ethnic and Demographic Issues, Sofia 
Municipality and Krasna Polyana sub-
municipality and the financial support 
by the Co-operating Dutch Foundations 
for Central and Eastern Europe and the 

National Institute of Health (NIH) [USA], 
through CAIR (Centre for AIDS Interven-
tion Research) at the Medical College of 
Wisconsin. The establishment of appro-
priate infrastructure in the Roma com-
munity provided the necessary premises 
for mobilization of financial and human 
resources to implement local- and na-
tional health, social- and educational 
policies.

The Centre provides a wide range of 
complementary community-based ser-
vices for different target groups, includ-
ing:

•	 Early child care and education and 
school dropout prevention pro-
grammes targeted at:

–	parents of children under three 
years of age and pregnant wom-
en – programme for skills in par-
enting and child care;

–	children from 4-5 and their par-
ents – school readiness improve-
ment programme through daily 
3-hour educational sessions 
with the children to improve 
their social, cognitive, language 
and motor skills, and monthly 
sessions with their parents to en-
hance their parenting skills;

–	children in 1st – 4th school grade 
– programme providing support 
to children in primary education 
to cope with the requirements 
of the school system; organiza-
tion of extracurricular activities; 
and improvement of parenting 
skills for better support for chil-
dren of school age;
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•	 Prevention of the institutionaliza-
tion of children at risk (children of 
long-term unemployed parents, 
single mothers, prisoners, chroni-
cally ill, etc.);

•	 Employment support – pro-
gramme for social skills develop-
ment, professional orientation and 
qualification;

•	 Health promotion and family plan-
ning programmes targeted at 
young people;

•	 Programmes for prevention of in-
fectious diseases such as Sexually 
Transmitted Infections (STIs), HIV/
AIDS, hepatitis, tuberculosis, etc.;

•	 Violence prevention programme 
for social skills development to en-
hance youths’ personal develop-
ment and to reduce risky behav-
iour;

•	 Drug use prevention programmes;

•	 Gender equality – empowerment 
of women and girls through ses-
sions addressing gender issues in 
all programmes.

A key element of the model of the Health 
and Social Centre is human resources 
development of the Roma community 
through building Roma community-
based teams of health and social assis-
tants and specialists. They receive contin-
uous in-service training and supervision. 

І.4.3.3. Achieved outcomes

In the past 15 years the efforts of HESED’s 
team have been focused on develop-

ment, testing and improvement of high 
quality effective services. So far, the fol-
lowing key positive changes in knowl-
edge, attitudes and behaviour have been 
measured:
	 Children 0-3:

•	 Improvement in children’s 
general mental health, par-
ticularly in emotional at-
tachment and relationship 
to parents – through individual 
psychological counselling; im-
provement of parenting skills for 
selection of adequate games and 
regular playing with the child for 
development of his/her cogni-
tive-, language-, social- and motor 
skills; establishment and maintain-
ing of a daily routine of the child: 
sleeping, eating, and playing; de-
velopment of parenting skills for 
non-violent reactions towards mis-
behaving children.

•	 Improvement in children’s 
health status - through access 
to milk kitchen in the Health and 
Social Centre, improved skills and 
knowledge of pregnant women 
and mothers for healthy preg-
nancy, nutrition and childcare and 
development, consultations with 
gynaecologist and paediatrician.

	 Parents of children 0-3:

•	 improvement in parents’ concep-
tion and attitude to their children 
and child care;

•	 improvement on parents’ self-
confidence and efficacy (empow-
erment); 
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•	 improvement in parents’ help-
seeking behaviour;

•	 improvement in parents’ family 
planning skills; 

•	 improvement in parents’ skills 
for protection against unwanted 
pregnancy and sexually transmit-
ted infections;

•	 overall value system oriented to-
wards longer-term life perspec-
tives and commitment to invest-
ment of efforts for the successful 
development of children; 

	 Children 4-6:

•	 increased coverage of children 
who receive Early Childhood De-
velopment (ECD) services;

•	 improvement in children’s cogni-
tive-, language-, social- and motor 
skills, including coping at school;

•	 reduced number of drop-outs 
from the school;

	 Parents of children 4-6:

•	 improvement of parents’ attitude 
and skills to support children in 
their school preparation;

	 Young people 15-25

•	 teen pregnancy reduction; 

•	 family planning improvement;

•	 improved skills for responsible par-
enthood;

•	 improved skills for protection 
against HIV/AIDS, Sexually Trans-
mitted Infections (STIs) and drug 
addictions;

•	 improved skills for better integra-
tion in the labour market; 

•	 reduced likelihood of school drop-
out.

Comparative data according to the Bulgarian state education standards 
for 5-years old Roma children

72.50%
67.80%

14.50%

0.00%

30.00%

60.00%

90.00%

Education level

Experimental group
participating in communitybased 

ECEC service

Control group
attending mainstream 

ECEC service

Control group
not attending any 

ECEC service
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І.4.3.4. Young People’s Perspectives  

The positive turn in the life of the first par-
ticipants in the group trainings for social 
skills in Fakulteta neighbourhood was an 
inspiring example of the huge untapped 
potential for personal and social develop-
ment of Roma youths and the way it could 
be capitalized on with relatively small fi-
nancial resources.

The beginning was in 2000, when a group 
of boys and girls aged 12-14 successfully 
completed training for health- and sexual 
education. During preliminary discussions, 
the participants revealed their modest fu-
ture plans to complete their primary edu-
cation (7th or 8th grade) and get married. 
However, they gradually changed their self-
perception and the ideas for their develop-
ment. All of them expressed willingness to 
improve their academic achievements and 
enrol in professional secondary schools. 
It was at that time that the huge deficits 
in their knowledge of Bulgarian grammar 
and vocabulary, mathematics and other 
basic subjects became apparent. 

The situation was especially frustrating for 
the young students as they saw new oppor-
tunities for themselves but lacked the requi-
site knowledge and skills to fulfil them. Nei-
ther could the team specialists accept that 
the development and improved job oppor-
tunities of the young people could abruptly 
end at this stage. Over the course of one 
year, the organization’s team devoted their 
free time to the necessary academic prepa-
ration of the young people. Many of them 
managed to substantially improve their 
knowledge and continue their education.

Even though Roma parents traditionally 
avoid parent-teacher conferences, follow-
ing the advancement in their children they 
started to attend the meetings regularly. 
They shared that their children had started 
to behave as grown-ups, had learnt how 
to speak “as adults”, had won the respect 
of their peers and spoke of further achieve-
ments. This encouraged other parents to 
enrol their children in similar personal de-
velopment groups. These first participants 
postponed the time of their marriage, a 
large number of them completed their 
secondary education, and now work as as-
sistant social workers, assistant teachers, 
in the food industry, and in other spheres 
of production. Though not so numerous, 
these young people became positive role 
models in the community.

The experience with this and many other 
social skills development groups confirmed 
that this intervention is particularly effec-
tive for teen pregnancy reduction, family 
planning improvement, responsible parent-
hood, and better integration opportunities 
on the labour market. Even though this 
intervention could reduce the likelihood of 
school dropout, the problem of insufficient 
school preparation still lingers on.

The British Medical Journal published 
a finding from the work with Roma 
youths in Fakulteta (Kelly: 2006)

In collaboration with research teams from 
the United States, Russia and Hungary, a 
methodology was applied, custom-de-
signed by project leader Prof. Jeffrey Kelly 
from the Medical College of Wisconsin, 
for positive change in attitudes and be-
haviour regarding the prevention of HIV/
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AIDS and other sexually transmitted infec-
tious diseases in vulnerable communities. 
The methodology is based on identifica-
tion of groups of friends (social networks) 
and their “leaders”. The latter participate 
in trainings for building knowledge, atti-
tudes and social skills related to raising risk 
awareness and behavioural change. The 
leaders are then prompted to discuss these 
issues with the members of their groups of 
friends. The change in the behaviour of the 
social networks in this intervention is com-
pared against the change in the behaviour 
of control groups for the same period. This 
methodology was implemented in Saint 
Petersburg, Budapest and Sofia with men 
having sex with men, young Roma men 
and heterosexual youths. Following the in-
tervention, a significant positive change in 
the behaviour was established in all target 
groups.

Most surprising were the research findings 
in the follow-up survey completed one year 
after the intervention. They indicated in-
crease in the positive change for the young 
Roma men and reduction for the other tar-
get groups.

This research provides evidence for a 
steady change in Roma youth social norms 
through training of social skills provided by 
specialists. The increase in those adhering 
to the new social norm could be interpret-
ed as an effect of the decisive role of social 
norms in the Roma community behaviour.

Further research in this direction could es-
tablish which interventions can lead to sus-
tainable social changes in Roma youths.

І.4.3.5. Factors and challenges to 
achieving good outcomes  

Involvement and empowerment of local 
communities through:

•	 Analysis of the local situation and 
investigation of resources; 

•	 Involvement of representatives 
from the Roma community in all 
stages of planning, implementa-
tion and evaluation as well as at 
different levels of management 
according to their capacity; 

•	 Building up appropriate infrastruc-
ture (Health and Social Commu-
nity Centre) with relevant equip-
ment in the Roma neighbourhood 
to be maintained by a local NGO;

•	 Infrastructure should serve as 
a basis for complimentary pro-
grammes aimed at community 
development: health, family sup-
port for better education, early 
childhood development, personal 
development for adolescents, pro-
fessional orientation and qualifica-
tion and others;  

•	 Building up a team of health and 
social community workers from 
the local Roma community;

•	 Establishment and maintenance of 
professional relations with existing 
relevant institutions, services, and 
local authorities. 

Conditions that would make sustain-
ability possible 

The sustainability of this approach de-
pends on focusing the strategic priori-
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ties for Roma integration on longer-term 
cost-effective solutions that require in-
vestment in infrastructure and human 
resources development in the Roma 
community. The implementation of 
these priorities will be possible through 
allocating funds from the OPHRD and 
OPRD. The use of municipal property for 
the premises of the Health and Social 
Centre will ensure greater sustainability 
of the activities and a long-term commit-
ment on the part of local authorities. The 
positive change in the behaviour of the 
service recipients is only guaranteed by 
the high quality of the services which is 
accomplished through ongoing training 
and supervision of the teams of profes-
sionals and health- and social commu-
nity assistants.  

Conditions that would make possible 
the replication and scaling up of the 
good practice

	 The practice is cost-effective and 
easy to replicate. One crucial condition 
for replication of the practice is a quali-
fied and experienced team to design 
the concrete strategy for dissemination 
according to the state/municipal/com-
munity priorities. This process was car-
ried out by the HESED team during the 
designing and strategy development of 
the National Programme for HIV/AIDS 
Prevention and Control and the Pro-
gramme for Improvement of the Control 
of Tuberculosis in Bulgaria implemented 
by the Ministry of Health and funded by 
the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculo-
sis and Malaria. The period for dissemina-
tion is relatively short: within a 6-month 
period it was possible to disseminate and 

further develop the model of commu-
nity-based services in the largest Roma 
settlements in the country. 

What are the challenges and con-
straints in design, implementation, 
financing and institutional arrange-
ments of the good practice and how 
they were addressed 

There is no state-supported system of al-
ternative community-based services.

•	 Funding is only available in the 
short-term and requires fragmen-
tation of the integrated approach 
due to different priorities of the 
different funding programmes.

•	 Very limited funding is available 
for research and development of 
new methodologies for specific 
services.

•	 The target community is easily dis-
appointed when the services are 
interrupted or if they are of low 
quality and effectiveness. To over-
come this, fundraising to support 
continuous service delivery is a pri-
ority, as well as keeping service de-
livery at the highest professional 
standards.

What mechanisms for monitoring and 
evaluation have been implemented, 
available documents from monitoring 
and evaluation activities?

The activities at the Health and Social 
Centre are project-based and the moni-
toring and evaluation systems have 
varied according to the donors’ require-
ments. 
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In addition, there are different mecha-
nisms for internal monitoring and peri-
odic evaluation of effectiveness. There 
is available documentation from these 
activities. 

 Lessons learned  

Effective interventions in the Roma com-
munity need to encompass all of the fol-
lowing:

•	 Involvement of representatives of 
Roma community as health and 
social assistants and service pro-
viders;

•	 Engagement of professionals;

•	 Professional monitoring and eval-
uation; 

•	 Large-scale interventions address-
ing simultaneously health-, social- 
and educational issues;

•	 Investment in early childhood de-
velopment for successful health, 
educational and social integration. 

Conclusions and recommendations

The Health and Social Centre is a promis-
ing and evidence-based model for Roma 
community development. Seen from the 
graph above, the educational impact 
from the application of this method in 
creases several times. In order to achieve 
tangible impact on the entire commu-
nity and not only on individual mem-
bers, adoption and implementation of a 
national policy encompassing the whole 
Roma community is needed.

І.4.4. Typical features of the success-
ful education integration model

In this section we make an attempt to de-
scribe the main features of the success-
ful model for the educational integration 
of the Roma. This is not a description of 
any single case that existed in reality, but 
since every empirically identifiable mod-
el had its limitations and addressed some 
of the aspects of a multifaceted problem, 
we decided to put the strengths of differ-
ent empirical cases into a single model.

In order to describe and assess the fac-
tors, which have proven to contribute 
for the achieving of positive results in 
the field of educational integration, as 
well as the common challenges and ways 
for their overcoming, we’d like to illus-
trate the main stages of development 
and practical application of a local edu-
cational model in the town of X, a place 
with a large segregated school in the 
Roma neighbourhood and, respectively, 
a sufficient number of downtown mixed 
schools. Within the course of illustrating 
the individual stages, we’ll be making as-
sessment of the factors and challenges in 
combination order.

I.4.4.1. Planning of a local 
educational model

In order to be able to lead the future 
processes of providing access to quality 
education for Roma children, the local 
NGO should satisfy several conditions: to 
be community-based, to assure neces-
sary transparency to its actions, to have 
relevant authority among the Roma 
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community and to possess the necessary 
capacity. 

An important factor to assure positive 
results is the development of local part-
nerships achieved through the in-
volvement of local public institutions 
in all stages of planning, practical appli-
cation and monitoring of the process. 
Inclusion of specialists from local uni-
versities in the comprehensive process 
will contribute to focus on long-term and 
sufficiently low-cost solutions with re-
gard to methods, approaches and strate-
gies for implementation, monitoring and 
assessment of the local model and of the 
individual educational practices included 
in the model’s structure, as well and the 
conducting of all kinds of trainings on the 
required professional level.

As a process, planning is preceded by a 
very careful Analysis of the Stakeholders; 
such analysis, apart from revealing the 
attitudes of local community, will pro-
vide the planning team with information 
about what conduct of the major “local 
actors” can be anticipated and what work 
will be required to change their “rival” or 
“neutral” position into that of supporters 
to the process:

•	 Local Roma community: the in-
volvement and active participa-
tion of the local Roma community 
in the process is a matter gener-
ally related to giving power to the 
community; this is a way to help 
the community to build a feeling 
that it possesses tools and poten-
tial to make its own decisions on 
issues bearing on its own future.    

•	 Segregated school: targeted work 
is required to reduce the opposi-
tion of school management, who 
are afraid that they might be left 
with too few students in their 
schools, and consequently, they 
would lose their jobs.  

•	 Host schools: targeted work is nec-
essary to “prepare the ground” in 
host schools for the enrolment of 
Roma children. 

•	 Local public educational institu-
tions and authorities: to provide 
support and undertake the full 
political-, financial- and governing 
responsibility for the process. 

•	 Local mass media: to provide me-
dia support to the process.

Stakeholders’ Analysis provides us with 
two other important characteristics con-
nected with: specifics of local Roma 
community and one other feature, es-
pecially valid in recent days: the social 
standing of Roma households. Recent 
years witnessed visible processes of dif-
ferentiation in Bulgarian society. Large 
gaps and social inequalities opened in 
the Roma communities as well. 

As in any large city, in X the Stakehold-
ers’ Analysis shows the presence of four 
separate groups of parents: 

•	 The first type of parents is those 
of bigger financial potential: they 
usually travel and work abroad. 
Having come in contact with the 
lifestyle typical for more affluent 
societies mainly in Western Eu-
rope, they quickly recognize the 
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need of good education and they 
start to purposefully invest money 
and effort so that their children 
will receive such education. Typi-
cally such parents choose for their 
children schools situated out of 
the segregated Roma neighbour-
hoods and they do not need the 
extra support which a local NGO 
would provide to them if they par-
ticipated in a desegregation proj-
ect. 

•	 The second type of parents is those 
who are willing(or at least hesitant 
and prone to be convinced to 
send their children to mixed (non-
segregated) schools but cannot 
afford it. Typically, this is the group 
of children with whom desegrega-
tion programmes work.

•	 The third type of parents is those 
who are opposed to the opportu-
nity their children to be educated 
in mixed schools, because they 
fear discrimination and maltreat-
ment in the new environment, 
and because of their low social 
standing. From the perspective of 
these parents the neighbourhood 
school is the only opportunity for 
their children to receive “any edu-
cation”.

•	 The fourth type of parents are the 
parents of socially neglected chil-
dren who are not enrolled in any 
school (street children), some of 
whom have either never been to 
school or have dropped out in ear-
ly school grades; with these chil-

dren, participation in a desegre-
gation project is also very difficult 
and the neighbourhood school 
remains as their only opportunity. 
Families that struggle day-to-day 
for their physical survival are typi-
cally more likely to involve their 
children in various income gen-
erating activities, which are often 
very harmful to their development 
(lack of schooling is the obvious 
but not the only example).

Community attitudes to education and 
the practice of early marriages should 
also be accounted for so that the local 
educational model can adequately ad-
dress these issues.

I.4.4.2.  Structure of local 
educational model

	 These detailed characteristics 
provide us with orientation which main 
educational practices should be included 
in our local educational model:

1. Practice of early childhood develop-
ment

In all cases, a successful local educational 
model for children with difficulties con-
nected with initial lack of social skills and 
competencies should preferably include 
a practice for early childhood develop-
ment aimed to achieve preparedness for 
school. Good language skills and a basic 
command of the language of instruction 
(the Bulgarian language) are key factors.

This practice is especially important for 
neighbourhoods where no preschools 
are available. In the places having pre-
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schools, this type of work can be orga-
nized with the introduction of Roma 
teacher assistants and specialists on early 
childhood development. Achievement of 
preparedness for school and good com-
mand of Bulgarian language will assure 
to a large degree the “equal start” for the 
Roma children who are to start school.

2. Desegregation practice

On the analysis of parents’ attitudes to 
desegregation and their possible po-
tential to participate in this process, the 
concrete desegregation model can be 
designed and implemented. It usually 
includes at least some of the following 
components:

•	 Preparation of host schools: train-
ing of teachers and School Board 
on the legal aspect of the segre-
gation issue; training of teachers to 
work in multicultural environment; 
training of School Board members 
and school authorities how to 
overcome ethnic-based conflicts; 
informal meetings and talks with 
parents of Bulgarian children from 
the classes where Roma children 
are expected, the purpose being 
to reduce opposition and discrimi-
nation attitudes; preparation of 
Roma children’s parents to reduce 
the fear that their children might 
be maltreated or abused; suitable 
get-together events for the chil-
dren of the two ethnic groups to 
bring them close. 

•	 Introducing of intercultural educa-
tion in host schools. This can be 
done either by using some of the 

existing education packages de-
veloped in the course of previous 
pilots or by trying to develop the 
practice of intercultural education 
from scratch within the receiving 
schools. This includes the organi-
zation of extracurricular activities 
supporting integration and other 
activities, which meet the needs 
and desires of the children.

•	 Provision of various additional ser-
vices in the classroom or at the 
school. This requires the wide use 
of individualized approach and 
access to sessions with specialists 
for children with special educa-
tional needs and children lagging 
behind. Additionally to resource 
teachers, psychologists and peda-
gogical advisors, trained teacher 
assistants of Roma origin have also 
an important role to play. Their 
function in the classroom, which 
evolved along with their func-
tions in communicating with the 
parents created some controver-
sies at the beginning. Allegedly 
teacher assistants were disrupt-
ing the work of the main teacher 
and slowing down the progress 
of other children. But the existing 
experience seems to indicate that 
the presence of the teacher assis-
tant in class is not harmful to non-
Roma children and can be even 
beneficial, especially if she has the 
task to help also those Bulgarian 
children who lag behind. 
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3. Targeted work to improve the qual-
ity of education in present school situ-
ation 

With the parents who are yet not ready 
to send their children to schools out of 
their neighbourhood or settlement (i.e. 
the third and fourth type of parents de-
scribed above), the local educational 
model should predominantly focus on 
the work to improve the quality of edu-
cation in present schools. This approach 
might include additional training for 
teachers to upgrade their qualification; 
interactive teaching methods; extracur-
ricular work with children; enhancing 
the “family-school” relationship through 
introducing of teacher assistants in class 
plus other practices of proven effective-
ness.

The existing practice in Bulgaria shows 
that NGOs usually start their work with 
first-grade and second-grade pupils of 
the segregated school who have shown 
good achievements in their first school 
grade. The situation is more complicated 
with the third-grade and fourth-grade 
pupils of the segregated school. At this 
stage, the considerable gaps in their 
knowledge become evident and if these 
children are shifted to a mixed school 
without additional preparation, this can 
be detrimental for them. In only a couple 
of months a large part of these children 
may either drop out from school in the 
worst case scenario or return to the seg-
regated school.

4. Catch up programmes for Roma pu-
pils

The above circumstance predetermines 

the need to organize catch up pro-
gramme for Roma pupils enrolled in 
ethnically mixed schools. The need for 
such a programme is there no matter if 
the children participate in an organized 
desegregation programmes, if their par-
ents choose on their own to enrol them 
in a new school, or they had to move 
from basic to primary or from primary to 
secondary schools. In any case such chil-
dren are potentially in threat of dropout 
from their new school. A catch up pro-
gramme has to be addressed at least the 
educational gaps and deficits of children 
coming from segregated schools. But it 
can also address broader issues.

I.4.4.3. Practical application of the 
local educational model

At this stage, it is important to have clear 
distribution of tasks and engagements 
between the various stakeholders, sev-
eral things being of special importance:

•	 The NGO’s role in the process is 
to mainly initiate, experiment and 
develop models, to build partner-
ships, to advocate and lead the 
process at the pilot stage but work 
for the transferring of respon-
sibility for its sustainability to 
the government agencies who 
are ultimately responsible for the 
provision of equal access to quality 
education for all children regard-
less of their ethnic origin, social- or 
physical condition.

•	 The local NGO should finally with-
draw from tasks such as trans-
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portation of children, purchasing 
of busses, hiring drivers, technical 
maintenance, etc. This function 
should be transferred to the local 
government.

•	 The role and place of the local 
NGO are inside the community. 
NGO is valuable as giving voice 
to the interests of local com-
munity and the main tasks, which 
a NGO should assume in the pro-
cess, is to work with the local com-
munity for supporting the process, 
to keep up motivation and to work 
with parents on daily basis. 

•	 It should not be forgotten that the 
bus is not reserved for Roma 
children only; it should be re-
garded as a regular school bus 
which transports all children to 
school, regardless of their ethnic 
origin.

•	 If a necessity arises to organize a 
supportive social programme 
for the Roma children going to a 
mixed school, it would be benefi-
cial if Bulgarian children are given 
opportunity to participate in it; in 
this way a feeling that Roma chil-
dren are privileged will be avoided. 
Besides, such programme should 
be very well balanced and it shall 
not instil in parents a feeling of 
dependency and assuredness that 
“the others” must and shall take 
care of their children. Such pro-
gramme shall not relieve parents 
from their daily parental duties.

•	 The most significant challenges at 

the stage of “practical application 
of the model” are:

–	Providing of sufficient and sus-
tainable financing for the com-
prehensive process from the 
(central or local) government, 
regardless of external donors;

–	Overcoming the resistance of 
Bulgarian parents against their 
children being educated togeth-
er with Roma children;

–	Working with the parents of 
Roma children in two aspects: to 
reassure these parents that their 
children will not be maltreated, 
and then – to get understanding 
that everything is being done 
for the future of their children. 
The local civil society activists 
should definitely work to con-
vince parents that sending their 
children to school is something 
they do for their own benefit 
and the benefit of their children 
rather than “a favour” to the or-
ganization or leaders who drive 
the desegregation process.

–	Overcoming the resistance of 
the segregated school is an-
other major challenge which re-
quires systematic work. Teach-
ers usually fear the coming 
of supposedly “difficult” 
children from ethnic minori-
ties, especially when they 
don’t have previous experi-
ence of working in a multi-
cultural environment and 
with children of low social 
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background. In such cases 
it is very important to take 
seriously and address in a 
professional way the fears of 
those teachers by influenc-
ing systematically their at-
titudes and improving their 
capacity through training, 
supervision and profession-
al exchange. 

It is very important that the local NGO, lo-
cal Roma community, public educational 
institutions and local government, joined 
in partnership, transmit common mes-
sages in public space that promote the 
local model as a product of a concerted 
effort towards the provision of equal ac-
cess to quality education, and not as an 
individual idea generated solely and only 
by an NGO. This will give legitimacy for 
some difficult decisions and in the pro-
cess of resolution of the ensuing con-
flicts, which often accompany the pro-
cess of desegregation.

	

I.4.4.4.  Monitoring and evaluation

So far, practice has shown that monitor-
ing is conducted by different actors in 
the local partnership: representatives of 
the local Roma community and public 
institutions. It is a type of internal moni-
toring, which aims to detect problems 
when they arise, discuss them and even-
tually change the approach or the overall 
strategy.

The so-called “Community monitoring” 
method has been gathering momentum 
recently. In its essence, this is a method of 

consultation with the community before 
and after the respective interventions in 
order to register changes of community 
assessment of the service they receive. 

In all cases, when an assessment of a 
particular model or good practice is be-
ing made, it is the assistance of indepen-
dent experts and university specialists 
that should be sought instead of orga-
nizations which are linked to the imple-
menting operator. It’s better when an as-
sessment is at the same time critical and 
reflective and shows both the positive 
and negative aspects of a certain prac-
tice. In this way, those who will try to ap-
ply the respective practice in a new place 
or a new context will have the opportu-
nity to learn from previous experience 
(not necessarily their own).

І.5. GOOD GOVERNANCE

In 2008, under the guidance of the Om-
budsman of the Republic of Bulgaria, a 
Guide for good governance at local level 
and Methodology for assessing good 
governance in municipalities were pre-
pared under the project “Applying the 
principles of good governance in local 
government”, co-financed by the Euro-
pean Union through the European So-
cial Fund. The Manual and Methodology 
contain principles and indicators of good 
governance, which are used in evaluat-
ing the good practices described in this 
chapter:

For the purposes of the research, places 
were selected, meeting the following cri-
teria: 
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Size of the city and number of Roma resi-
dents

•	 Large city (over 300 000 residents) 
divided into regions and having a 
large Roma neighbourhood – Plo-
vdiv 

•	 Medium-size city of significant 
number of Roma residents – Shu-
men

•	 Small town of significant number 
of Roma residents – Peshtera, Ka-
varna, Novi Pazar

•	 Village, where Roma are the major-
ity of the residents – Kaspichan

Presence of developed NGOs or Roma 
participation in local government

•	 Places of strong NGO structures – 
Plovdiv, Novi Pazar

•	 Place of visibility of Roma in local 
government – Kavarna, Peshtera, 
Shumen

•	 Village with Roma mayor – Kaspi-
chan

For the preparation of this chapter, meet-
ings and interviews were held with: may-
ors of municipalities, a district governor, 
a village mayor, municipal councillors, ex-
perts in municipal administrations, repre-
sentatives of Roma organizations and a 
representative of NGO working on local 
government issues.

Description of a good practice

It is a universally acknowledged fact that 
Roma are not sufficiently represented or 
not represented at all at the various lev-
els of government in Bulgaria, i.e. they 

do not participate actively in the deci-
sion making process. This circumstance 
explains to a certain degree the lack of 
trust in government institutions by the 
Roma and their perception mainly as a 
repressive apparatus. Roma leaders and 
civil activists are regarded as intermedi-
aries between the Roma community and 
external factors. In the majority of cases 
they act as mediators of the government 
and donors in their work with Roma. The 
major issue that emerges is the lack of 
legitimate representatives or spokesper-
sons of the Roma before the institutions; 
this issue is often formulated as missing 
“Roma partner” by central government 
officials. Attempts to artificially create 
Roma partners of the government pur-
ported through appointment of mayor’s 
representatives in Roma neighbourhoods 
or empowerment of individual NGOs do 
not always provide the expected posi-
tive results. That is why it was necessary 
to trace out possible existing local-level 
models, which could be multiplied.

In the process of this research, two mod-
els of intervention emerged: centralized 
and decentralized. The first model is well 
represented in Kavarna and elements of 
it have been observed in Novi Pazar and 
Plovdiv as well. The Decentralized model 
is best represented in Peshtera and in 
Shumen, though in the latter place it is in 
a stage of initial development.

Centralized model specifics (best 
functioning in Kavarna)

•	 Presence of political will for specif-
ic issues to be resolved on the part 
of the respective mayor 
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– principle of responsiveness of lo-
cal government to citizens’ expec-
tations 

•	 Organizing of an administrative 
unit on the minority issues with-
in the municipal administration 
structure (Kavarna, Plovdiv) 

– principle of human rights, cul-
tural diversity and social unity

•	 Providing of funds for the resolv-
ing of specific issues from the mu-
nicipal budget and from external 
financing 

– principle of sound financial man-
agement 

– principle of efficiency and effec-
tiveness

•	 Presence of Roma who perform 
governing/coordinating/techni-
cal functions: mayor in Kaspichan, 
head of section in Kavarna, head of 
department in Plovdiv, municipal 
officials in Novi Pazar municipality

– principle of competency and ca-
pacity 

•	 Developed trust between Roma 
community and Roma in admin-
istration: the mayor of Kaspichan 
is approaching the end of his sec-
ond term, the head of section in 
Kavarna has been “Roma mayor” 
since 2001

- principle of openness and trans-
parency.

•	 Actual results from good gover-
nance: building the overall neigh-

bourhood infrastructure in Roma 
suburb in Kavarna, provision of 
bus to transport pupils from the 
neighbourhood to all schools in 
the town, rehabilitation and reno-
vation of the kindergarten and 
primary school in the neighbour-
hood.

- Principle of effectiveness and ef-
ficiency

Decentralized model specifics (best 
functioning in Peshtera)

•	 Functioning neighbourhood 
council in the Roma suburb orga-
nized by the initiative of the resi-
dents

– principle of representation and 
participation of the citizens in gov-
ernment

•	 Registration of the neighbour-
hood council under the Regula-
tion for Neighbourhood Councils 
approved by the respective mu-
nicipality

– principle of superiority of law 

– principle of responsiveness of lo-
cal government to citizens’ expec-
tations 

•	 Participation of Roma possess-
ing the required competency and 
qualities in local elections and suc-
cessful participation in the work of 
the Municipal council 

- Principle of participation of the 
citizens in government

•	 Actual results from the function-
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ing of the model: arriving at an 
agreement with the future mayor 
of Peshtera, establishment of “Di-
rectorate for Social Activities and 
Ethnic- and Demographic Issues” 
where a total of six persons have 
been employed, out of which four 
Roma, among whom two health 
mediators: one for each of the 
two Roma suburbs; attracting of 
funds under the operational pro-
grammes to the municipality

- principle of sustainability and 
long-term orientation

- principal of sound financial man-
agement

Analysis of factors contributing to 
positive outcomes

A key factor is the motivation for Roma 
participation. In places where Roma do 
not participate in public and political life, 
we cannot talk about successful practices 
of good governance towards the Roma 
community. 

Of course, the success of the practices de-
pends on a number of local factors such 
as ethnic tolerance; job-opening invest-
ments in economy at local level; educa-
tional level; cultural life in the respective 
place – all these contribute to the positive 
outcomes. Central-government policy 
can be a positive factor if it encourages 
civil participation in the decision making 
process on local level and also through 
the providing of targeted funding from 
the central budget and EU funds. The 
non-governmental sector stays as an 
influence-exerting factor for the central- 
and local government; however its work 

needs to be more independent and more 
transparent.

Analysis of common challenges and 
possible ways to overcome them

Sustainability and replication of good 
practices are impossible to achieve with-
out a targeted state policy, however 
such state policy should find manifesta-
tion in the creating of legal conditions 
and opportunities for people at local 
levels to develop local models for re-
solving of their issues, accounting for 
the local specifics of each place.

Implementation of the Centralized mod-
el of good practices has one major disad-
vantage: it is dependent on the personal-
ity of the mayor/respective administrator, 
i.e. a subjective factor is present, which 
is unsustainable in time. In this sense, 
sustainability and development can be 
to a higher degree expected under the 
Decentralized model of good practices, 
which is related to mobilization and 
empowerment of the Roma community 
itself. Of course, this depends on the ca-
pacity of the local community, which var-
ies from place to place. The expansion of 
this capacity needs some prerequisites of 
legal- and financial nature to be in place. 

Prerequisites for the development of 
good practices are legislative reform in 
local government aimed to achieve ac-
tual decentralization, reform of the bud-
getary (fiscal) policy of the government 
and municipalities, and taking of respon-
sibility by the Roma community for the 
resolving of its own issues. 

The obstacles and challenges most fre-
quently encountered by respondents 
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in the implementation of good prac-
tices can be provisionally divided in two 
groups: external for the Roma communi-
ty and internal for the Roma community. 

Lack of political will on the part of the 
people occupying positions of power 
is most frequently indicated as a major 
external obstacle. Since, as a rule such 
people come from the ethnic majority, it 
is believed that they have discrimination 
attitudes towards the Roma. The major-
ity of mayors and municipal councillors, 
for example, do not consider the issues 
of Roma neighbourhoods in the respec-
tive inhabited places as their priority and 
consequently, municipal councils do not 
easily allot funds from municipal bud-
gets to improve infrastructure in these 
neighbourhoods. Municipal applying 
with projects under the operative pro-
grammes does not change anything 
because of the low priority of the issues 
concerning Roma neighbourhoods.

Related to discrimination attitudes is also 
the practice of buying votes in a number 
of Roma neighbourhoods in time of elec-
tions. This practice leads to alienation 
between the Roma minority and the ma-
jority and gives rise to mutual mistrust; 
it creates a relationship of clientelism 
and dependency. Gradually, Roma in the 
neighbourhoods start to realize that no 
one from the outside will help them and 
that their own initiative is of utmost im-
portance. 

Internal obstacles are: difficulties to 
achieve mobilization among the resi-
dents of Roma neighbourhoods; difficult 
process of building trust in local lead-

ers; lack of coordination and exchange 
of experience among the Roma living in 
different places; low self-confidence of 
Roma, lack of trust in their own strength 
and potential. 

Roma have had traditions in self-govern-
ment: it was their successful inner self-
organization that has been a factor for 
their survival through many centuries in 
Europe; however these traditions have 
been destroyed under the impact of 
macro society. The paradox in this case is, 
that today Roma once again need those 
lost skills in order to approach and re-
solve their own issues. 

A common challenge before both Roma 
community and Bulgarian majority is the 
sharing of power- and access to financial 
resources of representatives of the com-
munity who possess the necessary ex-
pertise and capacity; such admission will 
allow one of the fundamental principles 
of good governance to be applied: that 
of citizens’ participation in the decision 
making process.
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II. CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Apart from the practices outlined in this 
report, there exist numerous examples 
of equivalent projects and programmes 
that can take a justified place under the 
“good practices” heading. Our main pur-
pose is not so much to point out at the 
best ones among these, but rather to 
emphasize the fact that such practices do 
exist and they will be worth investing in, 
in the future. 

ІІ.1. Housing conditions

Social housing in Bulgaria is probably 
the public service with the highest 
mismatch between demand and sup-
ply. This makes selection of beneficia-
ries under the programme a key factor 
but allows also to focus on those ben-
eficiaries who maximize the chances of 
success for the programme. The building 
of homes for Roma families in Iztok quar-
ter in Kyustendil, implemented by ADRA 
Foundation is among the few examples 
of sustainable new social housing in the 
recent history of Bulgaria. Like in the 
case of the “Land as a Source of Income” 
programme, here again potential benefi-
ciaries are not the most vulnerable and 
needy members of the community, but 
people capable of “observing the rules”, 
selected by a local board. 

ADRA is religious organization of protes-
tant denomination to which a large part 
of the inhabitants of Iztok neighbour-
hood belong. They are members of the 
Adventist church (so-called Sabbatar-

ians). Shared values and common iden-
tity define high levels of social capital in 
this community, which to a large extent 
guarantees the achievement of positive 
results and programme’s sustainability. 

At least part of the success of the pro-
gramme is due to community pressure 
to observe the rules, pay regularly the 
costs and keep the property in good 
state. Lack of respect for these rules may 
lead to beneficiaries having to move out. 
ADRA Foundation applies a model simi-
lar to that in the land providing model: 
a combination of social goals and 
market rules though in a softer version, 
because the money collected from the 
beneficiaries as rent and current main-
tenance fees are used to fund building 
maintenance activities in a manner simi-
lar to social housing management in the 
developed countries. 

Here it is important to notice a second 
major factor, which in our opinion will 
be playing increasingly important role in 
the applying of similar interventions in 
different communities: or level of social 
capital within the community. This is a 
factor defined by connections within the 
group and relationships based on similar 
identity, customs, beliefs, values, atti-
tudes, convictions and shared norms. 

Similar pilot initiatives have been ap-
plied in other places throughout Europe 
as well, the difference being that ADRA 
Foundation has realized the inevitable 
needs of supplementary social work 
in these instances and succeeds to ef-
ficiently organize it through volunteers 
from within the community.
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Whether by chance or not, in Perush-
titsa where the land providing practice 
for needy and landless Roma families is 
being applied, the local community also 
belongs to a protestant denomination. It 
is obvious that shared values play some 
role in the transformation of community 
values and attitudes and increase the 
chance of success to practices based on 
shared responsibilities and community 
prosperity.

The third crucial factor for the success of 
the initiative is the partnerships which 
ADRA and the local community succeed-
ed to create through the course of the 
initiative. Kyustendil Municipality partici-
pated by providing a suitable land plot 
where the houses will be built, while the 
Vienna municipality was the main con-
tributor to the programme. Here again, 
as with the provision of agricultural land, 
own contribution was required: not in 
cash but as voluntary work in the con-
struction process. This requirement ac-
cording to the programme promoters 
helps to build a sense of ownership in 
beneficiaries, which is a prerequisite both 
for the management of the property and 
for maintaining good relations in the 
neighbourhood.

ІІ.2. Employment and self-
employment

In the area of income generation, the 
practice presented in this report is the 
program of Foundation “Land as a Source 
of Income” intended to provide land 
for the needy and landless Roma. Here 
again, as with the development of local 

educational models, a very good pre-
liminary analysis of the conditions and 
attitudes of the local Roma community 
for participation in such interventions is 
necessary. What’s more, the experience 
of the Foundation’s specialists shows 
that the decision who can participate in 
this programme and who is not eligible 
should be made after “one has lived in the 
neighbourhood for some time” in order 
to get a firsthand understanding on the 
neighbourhood internal factors, atti-
tudes, opinions and possible influence of 
local leaders, to get personal assuredness 
that potential participants possess entre-
preneur spirit and can make sufficiently 
reliable partners under the programme. 
Those people should be found who have 
the will but not the potential to buy land: 
this is that layer within the community, 
which is not focused on their day-to-day 
“survival” but possesses strength and 
potential to develop. This experience 
comes to show that selection of ben-
eficiaries under the programme is a key 
factor for future positive results. 

Another major factor that is worth con-
sidering is the very special skills of the 
team implementing the action. The ex-
ample contains evidence of agronomists 
and financiers of high qualifications, who 
possess the patience and will to work 
with the Roma community and who be-
lieve that Roma can be successful entre-
preneurs.

The description of this practice has regis-
tered also some important details, which 
bear significance to the achievement of 
positive results and which are connected 
with sustainability and the potential for 
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this concrete practice to be multiplied.

What is more important in our opinion, 
however, is an understanding of the ap-
proach, which to a large degree guaran-
tees the achievement of positive results. 
The approach applied in this practice is a 
typical example of integrated approach, 
which lies in the basis of programme’s 
sustainability and which includes financ-
ing, training and on-site consulting for a 
couple of successive years. The require-
ment for own participation in the initial 
financing of the land purchased brings 
an additional element of risk sharing and 
responsibility in mutual relations. This 
approach builds trust in the community 
because people can see that work is be-
ing done not “piece by piece” but as an 
investment in their long-term develop-
ment.

One of the major obstacles before the de-
velopment of entrepreneurship among 
Roma community is the lack of initial 
and working capital. This is so, because 
banks do not recognize Roma as reliable 
customers: they usually have nothing to 
offer as collateral for their loan; because 
what they possess holds no value for the 
bank.  

The model “Land as a Source of Income” 
has the power to overcome obstacles by 
combining social goals and market 
rules. The Organization’s team through 
its partnership policy contributes to 
“pull out” farmers as potential land-
owners off an initial state of instability 
through social measures and then de-
velops each landowner up to a level at 
which the farmer is able to continue with 

his farming and to use bank loans when 
necessary, all on this own.

Recently the model has been tested and 
successfully not only in farming but also 
in other businesses dealing with service 
providing in the community. Founda-
tion’s team helped a starting small busi-
ness in the Roma neighbourhood in Pe-
rushtitsa where a tyre replacement- and 
car mechanics workshop and a hairdress-
er’s operate successfully to-date.

ІІ.3. Healthcare

Currently in Bulgaria health mediation is 
widely recognized as a practice of proven 
effectiveness, which is known among the 
Roma community and which is becom-
ing increasingly popular with local insti-
tutions. The concept of health mediation 
was introduced in Bulgaria by the “Health 
Issues of Minorities” Foundation. Later 
the position of “health mediator” was of-
ficially introduced in the health care sys-
tem and the number of health mediators 
grew steadily.

Sustainability of this practice is mostly re-
lated to the need to guarantee long-term 
engagements of institutions towards 
the health mediators and to assure con-
tinuous and timely financing for the pro-
grammes under which health mediators’ 
salaries are paid.

The next step in the development and 
expanding the scope of this position will 
be the definition of national standards 
for health mediation including working 
conditions, payment and working time. 
Training and employment of new health 
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mediators should be continued with the 
cooperation of the medical colleges and 
universities.

Promotion and expansion of the “health 
mediator” profession should be orga-
nized predominantly with the participa-
tion of institutions, the Ministry of Health 
and specialized local- and national mass 
media. 

ІІ.4. Education 

Existing practices and models in educa-
tion address then very important issue of 
segregation of Roma students. Different 
attempts have been made at desegre-
gating Roma schools and supporting the 
integration of the Roma into mainstream 
schools with a large Bulgarian student 
population. Experiences are mixed and 
demonstrated both the benefits of the 
multiethnic and multicultural environ-
ment in education and the dangers of 
moving students to schools, which are 
not prepare to secure a good and wel-
coming environment. Massive school 
closures done by the government not 
as part of desegregation plans but as a 
result of school network rationalization 
have also both provided opportuni-
ties for some students to attend better 
schools and increased school dropout. 

In the field of education more than in oth-
er field there is a need to critically reflect 
on existing practices and move forward 
by trying to take out the best elements of 
different approaches and combine into 
innovative models of schooling. Con-
stant reforms and the resulting instability 
in the education system also presented 

opportunities, but probably even more 
risks. Though school education and the 
educational integration of minorities 
has been on the policy agenda for quite 
some time if we look at government 
strategies and documents, both commit-
ments and real actions did not live up to 
the challenge of the task. In the Bulgarian 
context it is very important to advocate 
for more resources invested in education 
and for truly national programmes by 
scope and ambition for addressing the 
increasing school dropout and the provi-
sion of equal access to education for the 
Roma.

ІІ.5. Good governance

Good governance observes superiority of 
law, it guarantees human rights and citi-
zens’ participation in the decision mak-
ing process. Every government comes 
into power with claims to be good, to 
build effective partnerships with the citi-
zens and to consider their interest in the 
decision making process; however a very 
small percentage of governments really 
fulfil these claims in their term of service. 
That is why, it was important to search 
out and depict examples of good gover-
nance: on the one hand to see whether 
good governance leads to resolving of 
Roma issues on local level, and on the 
other hand to show that good gover-
nance is a mandatory intersectoral factor 
in every good practice in general.

In the two outlined models of good gov-
ernance: centralized and decentralized, 
presence of political will at local level 
and empowerment of Roma for the 
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local-level decision making have been 
drawn out as key factors for the achieve-
ment of positive results. The combination 
of these two prerequisites is a sufficient 
condition for the development of effec-
tive partnerships, which can grow into 
a generator of good policies and good 
practices of integration at local level. If 
we look back to the descriptions of good 
practices in the individual fields we shall 
see that the presence of effective local 
partnerships is to be seen as an element, 
almost mandatory for the achievement 
of positive results. These partnerships, 
however, need to be purposefully built 
and developed. We cannot be sure that 
in case of possible interventions in a 
place, we are to instantaneously witness 
positive political will at local level and 
empowered Roma community. Invest-
ments should be made in both time and 
patience, so that the two parties can build 
mutual trust and join efforts towards the 
resolving of local issues.

The main challenges connected with the 
potential to replicate the outlined good 
governance practices are related to the 
need for a purposeful central-govern-
ment policy and support to the people 
at local-level who will then jointly with 
their local government develop and in-
troduce a local model to resolve issues, 
while taking into account local specifics. 
Here again, like with the access to educa-
tion, we speak mainly about local models 
because everything depends on the spe-
cific local conditions and resources: hu-
man and socio-economic, financial and 
even political. This, however, is related 
to the presence of “empowerment” for 

the local government itself; it needs to 
avail of the necessary authorizations and 
resources, in order to be able to resolve 
people’s issues at local level. And here we 
arrive at the issue of decentralization 
and need for a local government re-
form. Currently the only available so-
lution is to have sustainable funding 
from the central government, as lo-
cal governments, especially the poor 
ones, where Roma tend to live, have 
few if any other instruments at their 
disposal. Giving power to local govern-
ments should be accompanied with the 
respective financing on the part of the 
central government, regardless of lo-
cal government’s political coloration, 
because it is no secret that a practice ex-
ists in Bulgaria that central governments 
usually give financial toleration to local 
governments of their own political “co-
lour” and what is left behind is only then 
distributed among the rest. The develop-
ment of good governance policies at lo-
cal level, their replication and financing 
should be independent from the central 
government because these are consen-
sus policies and long-term processes 
and they require targeted investments 
in people, time and money, i.e. the issue 
of continuity in the policies of integra-
tion at local level must not depend on 
changes in the political composition of 
local government; once established, the 
local model for resolving of people’s is-
sues should be further developed and 
adequately perceived by each successive 
government. 

The issue of policy continuity bears the 
same importance at central government 
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level. Numerous NGOs suffer the nega-
tives arising from the lack of succession 
with regard to integration policies which 
have been negotiated with previous gov-
ernmental officials and ministers. With 
every new government coming into 
power, NGOs lose the momentum gath-
ered in a joint work in certain field and 
it usually takes long time before the re-
spective ministry builds anew the neces-
sary working mechanisms if it ever builds 
them. Quite often, already negotiated 
consensus policies are being rejected 
and thus a feeling is created that things 
once again “start from the very begin-
ning”, which brings disappointment 
among the media dealing with this type 
of issues. And here we arrive at the ques-
tion how to assure continuity with regard 
to the implementation of integration 
policies. Political will, which is obviously 
indispensable, is however not enough. 
One symbolic gesture for which Roma 
organizations have insisted is to raise the 
legal status of the strategic documents 
outlining the policies for the integration 
of Roma. Specifically the request is to 
have the National Strategy for the Inte-
gration of the Roma endorsed by the Par-
liament. The hope is that this will ensure 
that more resources will be allocated and 
actually used for the integration of the 
Roma. Previous experience proves that 
commitments alone do not matter if the 
government cannot live up to them and 
implementation is not monitored. 

ІІ.6. Conclusions 

Despite the existence of plenty of regula-
tory documents – there is no real commit-
ment to fund adequately and implement 
policies for the integration of the Roma. In 
each of the explored areas (Housing, Ed-
ucation, Health, Employment, and Good 
governance) there are many documents 
– strategic and operational – which un-
fortunately do not bring added value to 
the process and the efforts for integra-
tion of Roma. Commitment is most cases 
remains on paper and without real bud-
get allocation. Initiative cannot be driven 
without resources.

Involvement of Roma is in most cases only 
on the surface. Often representatives of 
Roma NGOs are being invited to forums 
of different levels, but their participation 
remains at the stage of deliberations with 
little influence in the process of actual de-
cision making. The showcased examples 
of good practices are proving that partic-
ipation of Roma into the implementation 
of the initiatives has contributed to the 
positive outcomes. Hence, Roma should 
not only be beneficiaries, but also imple-
menters and decision makers.

Long-term planning, not project based ini-
tiatives. Long term planning also means 
that the undertaken measures should be 
connected and to follow certain planned 
tracks of intervention, increasing the suc-
cess based on previously achieved out-
comes, taking into account the lessons 
learnt from past experience and from ex-
isting practices.

NGOs are good innovators – because of 
their flexibility and much less bureau-



78

MAKING THE MOST OF EU FUNDS FOR ROMA

cracy, which enables them to be more 
creative and responsive to challenges 
and adaptive to current environment and 
context.

Sustainability requires also involvement 
of the central and local governments, 
both as a reliable source of funding and 
as a tool for building a strong institution-
al fundament for the integration policies.

Partnership with authorities is of crucial 
importance for all stakeholders. Part-
nership does not cancel the ultimate re-
sponsibility of the government for the 
integration policies. . This, on one hand, 
challenges the openness and flexibility 
of the authorities, and on the other hand 
the ability of the NGOs to adapt to the 
structures and approaches of authorities’ 
work.

Participation of the Roma in the local de-
cision making process looks like a prom-
ising tool for improving the effectiveness 
of implementation and monitoring. Local 
informal and semi-formal bodies have 
turned out to be viable and able to assist 
decision making and consensus building. 

Interaction between ministries and other 
agencies at central level can be further 

improved though some progress has 
been made in this respect. In this context 
the role of the central coordination body 
can hardly be overstated In the case of 
Bulgaria this is the National Council for 
Cooperation on Ethnic and Integration 
Issues under the Council of Ministers. 
There is little doubt that the coordination 
role needs to be strengthened, although 
debates about the best institutional set-
up to achieve this are far from settled.  

Last but not least continuity of integra-
tion policies beyond election cycles and 
government mandates is also a challenge 
not least because the Roma are inad-
equately represented in politics. Com-
mitment to Roma related policies seems 
to be rather weak and they seem to be 
among the first to be cancelled in times 
of lower public revenue, which is a sign of 
their rather low position on the priority 
list. There is unfortunately little evidence 
that this problem was relieved by par-
ticipation of governments in long-term 
initiatives like the Decade of Roma Inclu-
sion, which also follow a stop and go pat-
tern of national politics and tend to lose 
momentum over the mid and long term. 
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