Roma    Programs

Racial discrimination is one of the main barriers to full participation in society for all Roma. Such discrimination is a contributing factor to the poor living conditions that many Roma throughout Central and Eastern Europe endure—the slum-like housing, chronic unemployment, poor health, lack of access to public services, segregated schools, and, increasingly, the racially motivated violence that authorities fail to prevent or punish. Asserting the rights of Roma to equal protection under the law, and empowering them to become active members of their communities and the larger society is a top priority for the Soros foundations network. 

Many national foundations and network programs support efforts aimed at improving the social, political, and economic situation of Romani populations. These efforts address a range of open society issues, including legal and education reform, media access, youth outreach, and women’s empowerment. In addition, four centrally funded OSI grants programs focus on human rights, culture, the development of Roma-led organizations, and political participation. In total, the Soros foundations network spent approximately $7 million in 1999 on Roma programs.

Education initiatives in 1999 included the Step by Step preschool program, which focused on preparing Romani children for public school through the recruitment and training of Romani teaching assistants, the development of curricula that meet Roma needs, and the involvement of parents and the community in the education process. Other network programs supported English language training for Romani professionals and university students at foreign language schools, and provided tuition grants for undergraduate study at the American University in Bulgaria. In Hungary, the Higher Education Support Program provided support to Romaversitas, an Invisible College elite tutorial program for Romani university students. Ten of the network’s foundations coordinated tutoring and mentoring programs for Roma high school and university students, and foundations throughout the region supported educational services to Romani communities ranging from providing school supplies to scholarships to local antibias seminars.

Network programs and national foundations assisted the development of Romani media through support for Romani language media outlets, start-up media ventures, and established publications as well as the training of Romani journalists. The Roma Publishing Program disseminated translations of texts about the Roma into local Eastern European languages, held Roma book fairs, and maintained an Internet accessible digital archive of Roma-related materials.

Street Children, funded in collaboration with the King Baudoin Foundation and administered by the national foundations, provided food and shelter to impoverished young people. The Debate Program will incorporate Romani students into its debate club activities to improve their debating and critical thinking skills. The national foundations provided vocational and leadership training for Romani youth and supported a variety of Romani youth organizations. The Network Women’s Program sought to empower activists for women’s rights through an agenda that balanced traditional culture and modern values.  

OSI’s Human Rights Fund supported a number of important initiatives aimed at asserting Roma rights and opening up access to the political system. Major funding ($1 million in 1999) went to the European Roma Rights Center (ERRC) for its efforts to provide legal protection for victims of human rights violations and for the monitoring of conditions of the Roma in Europe. The ERRC filed a lawsuit in the Czech Republic in June on behalf of a group of Romani children in the city of Ostrava, charging that the Czech Ministry of Education placed Romani children in special schools for the mentally disabled simply because they were Roma. International OSI Policy Fellow David Canek helped compile evidence for the lawsuit showing that although Romani children made up only 5 percent of Ostrava  primary school students, they constituted  50 percent of the special school population. The Czech government acknowledged the disparity, which, according to UN experts, constitutes de facto racial discrimination. If the ERRC wins the case, the government must establish a compensatory educational fund for Romani children and develop a plan to achieve racial balance in Ostrava schools within three years.

OSI’s Roma High Culture Program awarded grants for scholarly research on Romani culture, history, and linguistics, and for training the next generation of Roma by Roma.

The Roma Participation Program (RPP) at the Open Society Institute–Budapest provided grants to Romani NGOs, and for the creation of community centers in Romani neighborhoods. RPP also conducted workshops for the centers in human rights, public relations, advocacy, and other issues essential to effective political participation. 

In the Czech Republic, RPP grantee organizations such as Romske Culturni Jednota in Rokycany took a leading role in the Usti nad Labem case by coordinating protests against the construction of a ghetto wall that would have further isolated the Roma community and was emblematic of deliberate efforts to humilate Roma. In Macedonia during the Kosovo refugee crisis, DROM Kumanovo and Roma Center Skopje helped mobilize volunteers, coordinate relief efforts, monitor the living conditions of Romani refugees in the camps, and arrange for host families to shelter Roma expelled from Kosovo. Prior to this, DROM successfully negotiated with Kumanovo authorities to bring clean drinking water, regular refuse collection, paved roads, and street lighting to Roma living in the ghetto.

In the first half of 2000, two new OSI programs focusing on Roma political empowerment began to take shape. The Roma Political Leadership Program will provide Romani participants with the theoretical knowledge and practical skills to compete as candidates in national elections. The Roma Public Access Program will address the widespread lack of basic public services in Romani neighborhoods in many Central and Eastern European cities and towns.

