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founded in 1991 in anticipation of the serious

interethnic conflicts that w
ere to erupt follow

-

ing the collapse of C
om

m
unism

 in C
entral

and E
astern Europe and the form

er Soviet

U
nion. PE

R
 conducts program

s of high-level

intervention and dialogue and serves as a 

neutral m
ediator in several m

ajor disputes in

the region. PE
R

 also conducts program
s of

training, education, and research at interna-

tional, national, and com
m

unity levels.
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P
R

E
FA

C
E

Large R
om

ani “m
ahalas” (neighborhoods) have existed in C

entral and
Southeastern E

urope for centuries. In the post-C
om

m
unist transition,

these neighborhoods experienced uncontrolled grow
th due to the im

m
i-

gration of a rapidly grow
ing and new

ly im
poverished R

om
ani popula-

tion. T
hey now

 resem
ble typical urban ghettos: overpopulated pockets

of poverty and unem
ploym

ent, dependent on w
elfare and unable to pay

the rising costs for necessary public services.  

A
n outbreak of ethnic violence in the R

om
ani m

ahala of Plovdiv, B
ul-

garia, in 2002 provided a fitting background for the Skopje m
eeting.

Indeed, PE
R

 organizers w
ere concerned at the tim

e that the precondi-
tions for sim

ilar outbreaks w
ere then existent in a num

ber of R
om

ani
m

ahalas throughout Southeastern E
urope. W

ere preventive steps not
undertaken, they cautioned, sim

ilar violence could be expected. R
egret-

tably, such concerns turned out to be w
ell-founded as rioting w

as later
reported in a R

om
ani m

ahala in V
idin, B

ulgaria in M
arch 2003. 

A
im

ing to assess the situation in the R
om

ani m
ahalas of Southeastern

Europe and seeking m
ethods of averting ethnic violence in these neigh-

borhoods, the Project on Ethnic R
elations (PE

R
), in cooperation w

ith the

Fro
m

 le
ft to

 right: A
ndrze

j M
irga, Livia P

laks and N
e
zde

t M
u
stafa.
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T
he report w

as w
ritten by Ilia Iliev of PE

R
 Sofia and by A

ndrzej M
irga,

C
hair of the PE

R
 R

om
ani A

dvisory C
ouncil (PE

R
R

A
C

) and C
hair of

the Specialist G
roup on R

om
a/G

ypsies of the C
ouncil of E

urope. T
he

report w
as edited by PE

R
. T

he participants in the m
eeting have not had

a chance to review
 the text, for w

hich PE
R

 assum
es full responsibility.

L
ivia B

. P
laks,E

xecutive D
irector, PE

R
A

ndrzej M
irga,C

hair, PER
R

A
C

C
hair, Specialist G

roup on R
om

a/G
ypsies of the C

ouncil of Europe

Princeton, N
ew

 Jersey
M

ay 2003

O
SC

E
/O

D
IH

R
 C

ontact Point on
R

om
a and Sinti Issues, organized a

regional 
sym

posium
. 

H
eld 

in
Skopje, M

acedonia on D
ecem

ber
13-14, 

2002, 
the 

sym
posium

focused on “T
he R

om
ani ‘M

aha-
las’ (N

eighborhoods) of South-
eastern E

urope: Politics, Poverty,
and E

thnic U
nrest.”  M

ajor top-
ics discussed w

ere the econom
ic,

social, 
legal, 

and 
interethnic

problem
s of the R

om
a in m

aha-
las; city planning and the illegal-
ity of existing R

om
ani neighbor-

hoods 
and 

new
 

construction;
local public adm

inistration and
the supply of services; residential

segregation; self-organization; and related tensions and conflicts. Spe-
cific cases for analysis included the m

ahalas of Plovdiv, Sofia, B
elgrade,

N
is, and Skopje.

T
he Skopje m

eeting gathered state and local authorities, experts and
R

om
ani activists from

 A
lbania, B

ulgaria, M
acedonia, and Serbia as w

ell
as from

 K
osovo. International institutions and organizations represented

included the C
ouncil of E

urope, the E
uropean C

om
m

ission, the N
orth

A
tlantic Treaty O

rganization, the O
rganization for Security and C

oop-
eration in E

urope, the Stability Pact for South E
ast E

urope, the U
nited

States E
m

bassy in Skopje, and the W
orld B

ank. T
he m

eeting w
as

opened by the U
.S. A

m
bassador to M

acedonia, Law
rence B

utler. A
lso in

attendance w
as the President of the N

ational A
ssem

bly of M
acedonia,

N
ikola Popovski. 

T
his m

eeting w
as funded by a special grant to PE

R
 from

 the U
.S.

D
epartm

ent of State underlining the U
nited States’ concern for the fate

of the R
om

a in Southeastern E
urope. 

W
e acknow

ledge the im
portant contributions of N

ezdet M
ustafa, the

only R
om

ani m
em

ber of the N
ational A

ssem
bly of M

acedonia. W
e

w
ould also like to acknow

ledge the help offered PE
R

 by M
irce Tom

ovski,
C

oordinator of the International N
etw

ork for Interethnic R
elations in

Southeastern E
urope.

N
ico

lae
 G

he
o
rghe
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IN
TR

O
D

U
C

TIO
N

Large 
R

om
ani 

“m
ahalas” 

(neighborhoods) 
have 

existed 
throughout

C
entral and Southeastern E

urope for centuries despite attem
pts by

C
om

m
unist authorities to unsuccessfully dissolve them

. In the post-
C

om
m

unist transition, these neighborhoods experienced uncontrolled
grow

th from
 the in-m

igration of a rapidly grow
ing and im

poverished
R

om
ani population. T

hey now
 resem

ble typical urban ghettos: over-
populated pockets of poverty and unem

ploym
ent, dependent on w

elfare,
and unable to pay the rising costs for public services. M

oreover, som
e

of these m
ahalas – particularly those in Serbia, M

ontenegro and
M

acedonia – have provided asylum
 for R

om
ani refugees and internally

displaced persons after the w
ars in B

osnia and K
osovo, adding a trou-

bling dim
ension to the already precarious situation there. U

rban
ghettos have also becom

e a source of R
om

ani m
igration to m

any
w

estern countries. 

T
here has been a process of gradual w

ithdraw
al of all public services and

institutions to the outskirts of the m
ahalas, often as the result of agreem

ents
betw

een local R
om

ani residents and m
unicipal authorities. Increasingly

isolated and in destitute circum
stances, these R

om
ani com

m
unities

face a
future of m

arginalization and further deterioration. T
he m

ahalas have
becom

e areas that no m
unicipal w

orkers, m
uch less police, dare to enter.

Local m
unicipal authorities, often held hostage by their non-R

om
ani

voting constituents, have historically approached m
ahalas w

ith a sense
of resignation and indecision. E

ven w
orse, m

any R
om

ani m
ahalas

have been declared illegal and therefore ineligible for public services
and m

unicipal w
elfare, since their rights to the land w

ere questionable
to begin w

ith and their construction occurred in violation of building
and planning codes, or at least outside of the urban planning process.

D
uring A

pril of 2002, in the afterm
ath of R

om
ani rioting in the Stolipinovo

m
ahala of Plovdiv, PE

R
, in cooperation w

ith O
SC

E
/O

D
IH

R
, conducted

m
ediation betw

een national and city officials and R
om

ani leaders.
PE

R
’s objective has been to raise concern about R

om
ani unrest and its

underlying causes. A
nalyzing the case of Stolipinovo, PE

R
 tried to deter-

m
ine w

hy m
unicipal authorities have alm

ost universally abandoned the
ghettos, a situation that prom

ises to escalate tensions betw
een the R

om
a

and m
ajority populations, and w

hether system
atic approaches

can be
devised to deal w

ith m
ahala issues ranging from

 illegal housing
construction to the provision of basic services to R

om
ani residents w

ho

N
O

TE
 O

N
 TE

R
M

IN
O

L
O

G
Y

T
he spelling “K

osovo” is used in this report (rather than “K
osova,” the

spelling preferred by A
lbanians, or “K

osovo and M
etohija” or “K

osm
et,”

preferred by Serbs), because this is the spelling m
ost com

m
only used in

the E
nglish-speaking w

orld. For the sake of sim
plicity, the form

er
Yugoslav R

epublic of M
acedonia is referred to as “M

acedonia.”

Fro
m

 le
ft to

 right: A
nto

n K
aragio

zo
v, P

e
llu

m
b Fu

rtu
na and Istre

f P
e
llu

m
bi.

E
rdo

n Ise
ni

M
irjana B

arbu
lo

vic
O

sm
an B

alic
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of the O
SC

E
/O

D
IH

R
 C

ontact Point for R
om

a and Sinti Issues at
http://w

w
w

.osce.org/odihr/cprsi.)

T
he study revealed several interesting findings. R

om
ani m

ahala-dw
ellers

have rather m
inim

al expectations for the availability and im
provem

ent
of public services. T

hey are disillusioned and do not expect m
uch in the

future. Surprisingly, they do not consider the illegality of housing 
construction to be a problem

, since the lack of m
unicipal control has

benefited those w
ho seek im

m
ediate solutions to their housing needs.

M
ost interestingly, the R

om
ani m

ahala-dw
ellers believe they have rights

as citizens to electricity and other services, and that the state has an
obligation to provide and to a large extent to subsidize them

.

U
npaid w

ater bills have been a source of tension in the B
ukovlak m

ahala,
sim

ilar to the issue of electricity that w
as a factor in local elections in

Plovdiv-Stolipinovo. In Plovdiv, a policy of “votes for debts,” that is, a
prom

ise to cancel m
ahala debts to electricity suppliers in exchange for

votes, had been im
plem

ented by m
ainstream

 parties for nearly a decade.
In the actual pow

er structure, how
ever, the local energy supplier is under

the direct control of the regional adm
inistration and an opposition party

controls the local m
unicipality. T

herefore, the regional governor never
felt obligated to honor the not-quite-legal prom

ises of the rival party,
and thus the electricity provider cut the supply, touching off the riots
there. T

he fact that the N
ational E

lectricity C
om

pany has been on a
track tow

ard privatization also contributed to the governor’s decision. In
all of these w

ays, the m
ahalas have becom

e a paw
n in local pow

er poli-
tics betw

een the ruling party and the opposition, as w
ell as local and

regional adm
inistration.

T
he prom

ises of political leaders to w
aive the Stolipinovo m

ahala resi-
dents’ obligation to pay electricity bills and the ethnic riots that ensued
also reflect the overall social and w

elfare policy tow
ard the R

om
ani com

-
m

unities. Several im
portant non-R

om
ani factions in Plovdiv – retired cit-

izens, single m
others, and the urban poor – felt outraged by w

hat they
perceived as unjust privileges for the R

om
a, w

hich led to increased 
anim

osity tow
ard the R

om
ani com

m
unity. A

 nationalist party w
on 8 per-

cent of the votes in the last local elections, ten tim
es greater than the

national average, apparently for this reason, leading to concern that this
anim

osity w
ill provide fertile ground for the em

ergence of future conflicts.

Finally, the study revealed that the R
om

ani com
m

unity is losing its trust
in political leadership in general, and to different types of R

om
ani lead-

cannot afford them
. PE

R
’s effort is aim

ed also at w
orking out a set of

specific recom
m

endations to deal w
ith sim

ilar potential crisis situations
in other m

ultiethnic urban settings. 

T
he Plovdiv roundtable becam

e a starting point for long-term
 PE

R
efforts to address issues of local dem

ocracy, decentralization, and self-
governance in R

om
ani com

m
unities. T

he Plovdiv m
eeting led to the

realization that, at the m
icro-level, urban R

om
ani m

ahalas reflect
m

any of the problem
s and dangers of R

om
ani participation in local

com
m

unal life. PE
R

 has repeatedly stressed that w
ith advances in

decentralization, local authorities w
ill need to play a greater role in

dealing w
ith the problem

s of the R
om

ani m
inority. PE

R
 further

believes that this has not been sufficiently recognized by either state
authorities or R

om
ani activists. 

T
he Plovdiv debate also revealed that local authorities, in failing to execute

their obligatory tasks, w
ere largely responsible for the uncontrolled

grow
th w

ithin the R
om

ani m
ahalas. A

s has been bitterly acknow
ledged

by som
e R

om
ani participants, the typical m

unicipality frequently ends
w

here the R
om

ani m
ahala begins. A

t the sam
e tim

e, com
m

unity orga-
nization is poor to nonexistent w

ithin the m
ahalas. In the largest m

ahala
in B

ulgaria, there is only one elected deputy on the m
unicipal council

and no channels w
hatsoever for com

m
unication or consultation w

ith
local authorities and adm

inistration. T
hus, R

om
ani m

ahala-dw
ellers in

Plovdiv, w
ho am

ount to m
ore than 40,000 persons, are scarcely repre-

sented in public and political life. N
or has it been possible for N

G
O

s to
step in and fill this gap, despite the efforts of a sm

all num
ber to do so.

A
dditionally, R

om
ani m

ahala-dw
ellers are still captives of the past, hold-

ing onto and behaving according to preconceptions about the socialist
w

elfare state that clash w
ith the m

odern realities of a m
arket econom

y
and privatization.

A
s a follow

-up to the Plovdiv roundtable, PE
R

 and the O
SC

E
/O

D
IH

R
com

m
issioned a study of several R

om
ani m

ahalas in B
ulgaria to learn

m
ore about the nature and underlying causes of the problem

s there.
C

onducted in three m
ahalas (B

ukovlak, the Pleven region; Levski tow
n-

ship; and Stolipinovo of Plovdiv), the study focused on how
 R

om
ani

dw
ellers 

identify 
and 

perceive 
problem

s, 
their 

confidence 
in 

local
authorities and adm

inistration to address them
 and solve them

, and
their trust and confidence in their ow

n leaders to pursue and defend
R

om
ani interests. (T

he report of this study is available on the w
eb page
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R
om

ani m
ayor and a m

unicipal council. T
here are tw

o active R
om

ani
parties, and one of its leaders serves as a m

em
ber of the M

acedonian
parliam

ent. T
he m

ahala is also hom
e to local private R

om
ani m

edia out-
lets, including television. T

hus, it contrasts visibly w
ith the Stolipinovo

m
ahala of Plovdiv, B

ulgaria, w
hich has none of these.

For the organizers of the regional sym
posium

 in Skopje, these m
ahalas

serve as exam
ples of tw

o very different m
odes of developm

ent. In the
case of the Stolipinovo m

ahala, the
com

m
unity has been deserted by

authorities and public services and
is poorly organized in social and
political term

s. Its population is
dependent on state w

elfare, ideo-
logically 

captive 
to 

the 
socialist

past, and, to a large extent, passive.
In 

contrast, 
the 

dw
ellers 

of 
the

Suto 
O

rizari 
m

ahala 
are 

self-
reliant, w

ell-organized socially and
politically, and integrated w

ithin the city as a m
unicipality that handles

its ow
n affairs and is integrated through R

om
ani party alliances w

ith
m

ainstream
 parties.

W
hile they differ significantly, the tw

o m
ahalas still have m

uch in com
-

m
on regarding their overall social and econom

ic situation. B
oth are

experiencing deterioration and face a shortage of funds needed to
address these problem

s. M
ost im

portantly, they share a dem
ographic

factor of steady grow
th. T

his grow
th is sure to play a role in any future

crisis situation in Stolipinovo. In Suto O
rizari, such a crisis situation w

as
caused by several thousand R

om
ani refugees from

 K
osovo w

ho found
shelter there, an issue that is still unresolved. 

A
im

ing to assess the situation in R
om

ani m
ahalas and predict their

future developm
ent in the region, participants w

ere offered tw
o visions:

one of m
ahalas as a potential source of ethnic violence and unrest, and

another of m
ahalas as viable and vibrant spaces for the social and cul-

tural em
ancipation of the R

om
ani com

m
unity. V

isible exam
ples of both

outcom
es exist. 

A
 m

inor outbreak of ethnic violence in the R
om

ani m
ahala “N

evo
D

rom
” (N

ew
 R

oad) in V
idin, B

ulgaria in M
arch 2003 underscores the

relevance of the Skopje debate. In this case as w
ell, the accum

ulated debt

ership in particular (political, N
G

O
s, or traditional). It also becam

e
apparent that the R

om
a see their leaders prim

arily as “interm
ediaries”

betw
een the state and com

m
unity rather than as com

m
unity organizers

or representatives w
ho are accountable to their constituents.

T
he Plovdiv roundtable and study prom

pted PE
R

 to organize a debate
on R

om
ani urban ghettos throughout B

ulgaria.  In cooperation w
ith the

B
ulgarian N

ational C
ouncil on E

thnic and D
em

ographic Issues and the
“Shelter for Everyone” Foundation, PE

R
 organized a national round-

table in Sofia in N
ovem

ber of 2002. Its focus w
as on legal aspects and

policy issues regarding housing in urban R
om

ani m
ahalas. T

he debate
am

ong the practitioners (relevant m
inistry experts, representatives of

local m
unicipal authorities, and R

om
ani leaders) suggested that basic

decisions m
ust be m

ade in legislative and executive offices if the prob-
lem

 of housing in R
om

ani m
ahalas is to be tackled in a constructive w

ay. 

From
 the point of view

 of R
om

ani activists, regulation of housing and
property rights, along w

ith the legalization of entire m
ahalas, is the pre-

ferred starting point for finding appropriate solutions. T
hey believe that

governm
ents should adopt national policies tow

ard the R
om

ani m
aha-

las that w
ould revitalize housing projects, subsidize inexpensive social

housing, and establish housing standards, including criteria for dem
oli-

tion w
hen necessary and appropriate com

pensation for residents.

Local authorities point to the fact that no cadastra docum
entation exists

for R
om

ani m
ahalas. T

hey insist that only after such docum
entation is

created and funded by the state can the new
ly legal m

ahalas be incor-
porated into urban developm

ent plans. B
earing in m

ind that over half
of the R

om
ani population in B

ulgaria currently live in m
ahalas, it m

ay
be necessary to create a specialized state agency to deal w

ith these issues.
T

here are som
e positive exam

ples suggesting that local authorities can
successfully tackle these problem

s and m
ake a difference once they have

the determ
ination to act, as has occurred in the m

unicipalities of
Pazardik and Lom

. In general, how
ever, the debate pointed to a need for

system
atic and legal solutions at the national level to be com

plem
ented

by determ
ined action at the local level.

T
he culm

ination of several sm
aller roundtables w

as a tw
o-day regional

sym
posium

 on R
om

ani m
ahalas held in Skopje, M

acedonia, in D
ecem

-
ber 2002. Skopje w

as deliberately chosen as the site since it is hom
e to

the largest m
ahala in Southeastern E

urope, Suto O
rizari.  T

his m
ahala

is a subm
unicipality w

ithin the capital city of Skopje w
ith its ow

n elected

The
 S

ko
pje

 m
e
e
ting 

w
as co

nve
ne

d o
u
t o

f 
co

nce
rns share

d by m
any

that, in u
rban m

ahalas
thro

u
gho

u
t the

 re
gio

n,
pre

co
nditio

ns e
xist fo

r
the

 e
ru

ptio
n o

f e
thnic

u
nre

st o
r e

ve
n vio

le
nce

.
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T
he Suto O

rizari m
ahala of Skopje has frequently been highlighted as a

positive m
odel for the developm

ent of the R
om

ani urban com
m

unity.
T

he form
er m

ayor of Suto O
rizari, w

ho serves as the only R
om

ani M
P

in the M
acedonian parliam

ent, underlined the im
portance of self-gov-

ernance in the R
om

ani m
ahala. H

e suggested that im
provem

ents in the
quality of life and solutions to everyday problem

s are the responsibility
of R

om
a them

selves and not just of the authorities. Furtherm
ore, he

indicated, 
self-rule 

has 
been 

a
source of great inspiration in the
areas of R

om
ani language and cul-

ture, as the R
om

ani language has
becom

e 
the 

official 
language 

of
Suto O

rizari self-governm
ent. 

Suto O
rizari grew

 out of the earth-
quake 

that 
destroyed 

Skopje 
in

1963. Indeed, the quake led to the
spontaneous congregation of R

om
a

in one section of the city and to the
form

ation of a R
om

ani neighborhood. Since 1996, Suto O
rizari has

enjoyed self-governance as an urban adm
inistrative unit w

ith its ow
n

elected council and m
ayor. M

acedonian state and m
unicipal officials

have acknow
ledged their positive experience w

ith the Suto O
rizari self-

governing body, and they prom
ise that Suto O

rizari w
ill rem

ain a self-
governed unit w

ithin the Skopje m
unicipality w

hen the new
 law

 on
decentralization is adopted. 

O
ther participants presented a contrasting picture of R

om
ani m

ahalas.
A

 R
om

ani leader from
 Serbia pointed out that around 60 percent of

R
om

a there traditionally live in m
ahalas. In his view

, the tradition of
R

om
ani self-organization and leadership has vanished, and w

hat has
rem

ained is the chaos of R
om

ani organizations and self-appointed lead-
ers. M

arginality, crim
inality, and low

 self-esteem
, coupled w

ith a culture
of poverty, leave no hope for R

om
ani em

ancipation there, he said. From
his point of view

, the preservation of the R
om

ani language and culture
is the only positive aspect of the R

om
ani m

ahalas. H
e suggests therefore

that R
om

ani m
ahalas be dism

antled, especially since m
any of them

 are
illegal and cannot qualify for public services. A

ccording to this partici-
pant, one should not be blinded by the Suto O

rizari exam
ple, w

hich is
an exception to the rule.   

w
ithin the m

ahala increased to the point w
here the regional energy

provider decided to cut the supply of electricity from
 9 a.m

. to 6 p.m
.

everyday. A
 few

 m
en from

 the m
ahala gathered and began to throw

stones at the energy supplier’s local offices, threatening to set them
alight. T

heir leader w
as arrested and charged w

ith prom
oting intereth-

nic violence, one of the first instances of an individual being charged
under the new

 anti-discrim
ination law

 designed to protect m
inorities. 

T
he Skopje m

eeting w
as convened out of concerns shared by m

any, that
in urban m

ahalas throughout the region, preconditions exist for the
eruption of ethnic unrest or even violence. D

uring the debate it becam
e

clear that the grow
ing social and econom

ic deprivation of R
om

ani
inhabitants in m

ahalas, on the one hand, and the increased privatization
of public services, on the other, w

arrant such concern. 

R
O

M
A

N
I U

R
B

A
N

 M
A

H
A

L
A

S
: A

 S
O

C
IA

L
 A

N
D

H
IS

TO
R

IC
 P

H
E

N
O

M
E

N
O

N

G
rounds for future conflict w

ere delineated by the U
.S. A

m
bassador to

M
acedonia in his w

elcom
ing address. H

e pointed to the challenge of
com

peting claim
s of social and ethnic groups, all of w

hom
 face severe

poverty and are dependent on state w
elfare. H

e acknow
ledged that a

precarious situation in R
om

ani m
ahalas exists, but that tw

o-thirds of
M

acedonian households are also dependent on social w
elfare. In his

view
, this is the source of potential tensions.   H

e thus recom
m

ended an
all-inclusive state policy that is com

m
unity-oriented and responsive to

the needs of all groups. H
e w

elcom
ed the fact that M

acedonian author-
ities have started to address the problem

s of the R
om

ani m
inority,

including their hum
an rights and conditions w

ithin the m
ahalas, but

indicated that these issues w
ill ultim

ately require the efforts and long-
term

 involvem
ent of the governm

ent itself if solutions are to be found. 

T
he R

om
ani m

ahalas are a social and historic phenom
enon, originating

in the O
ttom

an law
s that has persisted for centuries. From

 this perspec-
tive, the m

ahalas can be seen as organic units, part of the city’s structure,
w

hich can be the basis for R
om

ani self-governance. A
s such, they can be

laboratories for self-reliant political behavior and cultural developm
ent.

From
 another perspective, how

ever, they can be seen as destitute urban
ghettos, a burden to developm

ent and a source of violence and unrest
that should be dism

antled. 

Im
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T
he 2001 study on “R

om
a N

eighborhoods: A
ssessm

ent of H
ousing

C
onditions and Potential H

ousing Problem
s” conducted by the R

om
ani

B
aht Foundation (in Sofia, B

ulgaria) and com
m

issioned by the W
orld

B
ank, provides an apt illustration of this problem

. T
he study described

in particular the situation in the Fakulteta m
ahala in Sofia. T

he Fakul-
teta m

ahala grew
 in an unregulated and spontaneous w

ay, such that over
80 percent of households w

ere flim
sy and sem

i-solid constructions of
one or tw

o stories w
ith no zoning perm

its. A
 m

ajor problem
 w

as the
issue of legal ow

nership of land and construction. B
etw

een 1996 and
2002, as m

any as 1,797 com
plaints and inquiries about the legitim

ate
ow

nership of land and buildings w
ere filed w

ith the R
om

ani B
aht Foun-

dation on behalf of R
om

ani dw
ellers of the Fakulteta m

ahala.

T
he Fakulteta m

ahala case aptly depicts the situation of m
any other

R
om

ani urban ghettos in B
ulgaria as w

ell as in the region in general. In
the form

er Yugoslavia under Josip B
roz T

ito, recalled another R
om

ani
participant from

 K
um

anovo, M
acedonia, the R

om
ani m

ahalas w
ere

hidden so as not to reveal the m
isery and poverty to the outside w

orld.
N

ow
 they have been declared illegal, and since R

om
ani dw

ellers have no
legal title to their houses or land, he pointed out, local authorities are
free to cut off their services. 

T
he m

ayor of Suto O
rizari reported that his neighborhood shares this

problem
. O

ut of 36,000 R
om

ani inhabitants, 24,000 live in slum
s w

ith
unhygienic 

conditions. 
M

ost 
of 

the 
construction 

in 
Suto 

O
rizari

occurred outside the fram
ew

ork of zoning plans, and up to 35 percent
w

as com
pletely illegal. 

A
 m

unicipal expert from
 B

elgrade reported a slightly different situation
in the Serbian capital. Instead of com

pact, densely populated R
om

ani
districts such as those described above, there are som

e 137 relatively
sm

all settlem
ents in B

elgrade in w
hich the R

om
a constitute a m

ajority.
T

hese settlem
ents are not typical R

om
ani m

ahalas in that m
ost of them

have ethnically m
ixed populations. T

hey are relatively poor, but those
inhabited exclusively by R

om
a are not am

ong the poorest. A
ccording to

the official statistics, there are som
e 36,700 R

om
a in B

elgrade, tw
o-

thirds of w
hich live in houses lacking basic facilities. M

ost of these
dw

ellings are illegal; som
e are built on private or m

unicipal land. T
he

current law
 generally protects landow

ners, and there have been a num
ber

of law
ful evictions of R

om
ani dw

ellers.

T
he A

dvisor on R
om

a and Sinti Issues at the O
SC

E
 underscored the

need to distinguish am
ong various types of m

ahalas. Som
e are historic

and w
ell-developed show

pieces of self-governance, w
hile others are 

illegal and resem
ble ghettos. T

he reality is m
ore com

plex and divergent
than these tw

o exam
ples w

ould suggest. H
e also stressed the need for

discussion of crim
e in m

ahalas. W
hile R

om
ani deviants m

ay be only a
m

inority, they often represent the com
m

unity’s public face to the 
outside w

orld.

In his view
 there has been a certain am

ount of inconsistency w
ithin the

R
om

ani m
ovem

ent regarding long-term
 aim

s or visions for R
om

ani
developm

ent. In the 1990s, the R
om

ani m
ovem

ent argued for a com
-

prehensive approach in policy tow
ard the R

om
ani com

m
unity. B

ut
som

e have suggested that it is tim
e for a new

 policy that is m
ore focused

and prioritized. R
om

a need to define new
 entry points for such policies,

and these m
ay w

ell be w
ithin the local com

m
unity, using the m

ahalas as
the appropriate unit for im

plem
entation of self-governance, decentral-

ization, and local financing and taxation.

T
he dire conditions in w

hich m
any R

om
a live in the m

ahalas does not
represent their ow

n choice, pointed out another R
om

ani participant. T
he

blam
e m

ust be shouldered by the non-R
om

ani side, w
hich has practiced

discrim
ination, he said. W

hile it m
ay be custom

ary am
ong non-R

om
a to

blam
e the R

om
a them

selves for their living conditions, redirecting the
blam

e requires us to focus on the relations betw
een R

om
ani m

ahala-
dw

ellers and the surrounding m
ajority. W

hat factors have led to the 
situation of R

om
a in urban m

ahalas and to the increased tensions?
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B
oth the R

om
ani participants and representatives of state and local

authorities shared sim
ilar view

s in this regard: at the core of the problem
s

of R
om

ani m
ahalas are unresolved issues regarding their legal status and

housing construction. D
uring the C

om
m

unist era, both full em
ploym

ent
of R

om
a and the affordability of subsidized public services helped to pre-

serve the status quo. Since the transition tow
ard a m

arket econom
y and

privatization, how
ever, R

om
a have been confronted w

ith a painful and
profound change. D

ue to the dram
atic rise in levels of unem

ploym
ent,

R
om

ani households are suddenly heavily dependent on social w
elfare.

T
his has in turn led to the cutting-off of m

any public services. 
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guaranteeing at the very least, that each household has access to running
w

ater and a sew
age system

. T
he m

ost disadvantaged, w
ho live in desti-

tute and illegal sites, should be relocated to m
ore suitable locations,

advised som
e participants, w

ith access to schools, hospitals, public
transportation, electricity and running w

ater. T
he shortage of m

unicipal
social housing, how

ever, lim
its the possibility of placing R

om
ani fam

i-
lies there. 

N
otw

ithstanding this shortage, providing R
om

ani fam
ilies w

ith m
unic-

ipal housing m
ay not w

ork in any case, com
m

ented a participant. In
B

elgrade, he noted, under the special m
unicipal program

, 100 appart-
m

ents w
ere distributed am

ong R
om

ani fam
ilies. Six m

onths later, the
fam

ilies sold the flats in order to m
ove back to their form

er neighbor-
hoods. T

heir preference for living w
ith other R

om
a, despite all the 

disadvantages, is a factor that authorities m
ust take into account w

hen
designing program

s and policies.

T
he Stolipinovo m

ahala case referred to by several participants dem
on-

strates a far m
ore com

plex situation. A
s one R

om
ani leader asserted,

since 1963 virtually nothing has been invested to m
aintain or im

prove
the infrastructure. A

round 10,000 R
om

a live in collective blocks built
by the C

om
m

unists. T
he blocks have been left to deteriorate, and the

entire m
ahala is w

ithout access to public utilities.

T
he im

pact of the unresolved legality of the m
ahalas on infrastructure

and provision of services is w
ell illustrated by the Stolipinovo riot case.

Indeed, a num
ber of households there w

ere unable to acquire the device
that m

onitors electricity consum
ption because the w

hole dw
elling w

as
built illegally, either on private land or in violation of official building
codes. T

his m
eant that those households w

ere denied access to the
urban infrastructure – not only to the electricity netw

ork, but also to the
w

ater supply, sew
age, telephone lines, and so forth. U

nable to install the
official m

onitoring devices, the residents established illegal shortcuts to
the m

ain electricity cables. M
any soon follow

ed suit, rem
oving their

m
onitoring devices as w

ell, w
hile still others sim

ply refused to pay their
bills. T

his practice w
as tolerated and in fact encouraged by local politi-

cal parties, w
hich then com

peted w
ith prom

ises to cancel all debts in
exchange for votes. B

ut the energy provider stopped honoring the not-
quite-legal prom

ises and cut the supply, setting off the riots. Sim
ilar

accum
ulation of debt for unpaid services has affected m

any m
ahalas in

the region, and at som
e point this m

ust be addressed in a serious w
ay by

local and state authorities. 

M
ore generally, in Serbia there are entire R

om
ani m

ahalas, let alone
individual dw

ellings, w
ith dubious legal status, asserted a R

om
ani par-

ticipant from
 Serbia. H

e m
entioned that the governm

ent com
m

issioned
a special report on the R

om
ani m

ahala in N
is in the 1970s. T

he con-
clusions w

ere that the m
ahala should be dism

antled and its inhabitants
should be displaced. Sim

ilar reports and projects have been appearing
w

ith alarm
ing regularity for several decades. T

hey create a m
ood of

uncertainty, insecurity, and anxiety, w
hich does little to encourage long-

term
 planning and investm

ent in a settlem
ent’s infrastructure or house-

hold im
provem

ent.

T
he safety and quality of buildings built outside existing standards 

represent yet another legal com
plication. Participants from

 B
ulgaria

claim
ed that legalizing the existing buildings should be a priority in

order to m
otivate ow

ners to m
ake im

provem
ents or long-term

 invest-
m

ents. T
he legalization of the houses w

ould also allow
 their inhabitants

to receive an official address, w
hich in turn w

ould facilitate their rela-
tions w

ith authorities and service-providers.
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D
espite state program

s recently adopted in the region to integrate the
R

om
ani m

inority, m
any R

om
ani participants express frustration at gov-

ernm
ent policies. T

heir hopes and expectations for m
eaningful integra-

tion have given w
ay to a grow

ing sense of isolation, m
arginalization, and

segregation. T
his poses a pertinent question as to w

hether and to w
hat

extent the R
om

ani ethnic com
m

unity is seen as an integral and inte-
grated part of the m

unicipal structure. Som
e R

om
ani participants have

claim
ed that there w

as greater integration during C
om

m
unism

. T
he

treatm
ent of the R

om
ani m

ahalas, they noted, especially those declared
illegal, are evidence of this tendency. Even in neighborhoods w

ith only
m

inor problem
s concerning the illegality of housing construction, the

quality of infrastructure and provision of public services has been far
below

 the standard even of slum
s. 

T
he severe lack of funding is a m

ajor obstacle to any solution, pointed
out one participant. Legalization of the m

ahalas and regulation of land
ow

nership is a necessary first step, but these steps require funding and
m

any local authorities are not ready to take on such an expense.  A
noth-

er priority is to im
prove the living conditions of existing neighborhoods,
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regim
e of Slobodan M

ilosevic. Instead of distributing fixed am
ounts

of paym
ents and goods in a paternalistic system

, it is shifting tow
ard

a new
 set of principles that guarantees equality of opportunity by pro-

viding each citizen w
ith the chance to earn his ow

n living and to
defend his rights.

A
 B

ulgarian expert pointed out that in m
any m

unicipalities there is no
cooperation betw

een the local R
om

ani com
m

unity and authorities, so it
is som

etim
es easier for R

om
ani representatives to cooperate w

ith region-
al or state authorities. In his view

,
the state m

ight step in to influence
the local authorities’ indecision or
lack of w

ill, but in the long run, it
w

ill be up to local politicians to
address and deal w

ith the problem
s

of R
om

ani m
ahalas. 

T
his speaker underscored also that

decentralization, 
especially 

of 
a

fiscal nature, m
ight be disadvanta-

geous to the larger R
om

ani m
aha-

las. Since the local m
unicipal bud-

get w
ould depend on the transfer of revenues collected from

 local 
taxation, the poorest m

ahalas, in w
hich m

ost inhabitants are unem
-

ployed and on w
elfare, w

ill contribute nothing. T
his w

ill then nega-
tively im

pact those m
ahalas that m

ight w
ish to becom

e autonom
ous

m
unicipalities. Such outcom

es should be taken into account and 
discussed by R

om
ani activists w

ho encourage self-governance w
ithin

m
ahalas, he noted. 

T
he current m

ayor of Suto O
rizari acknow

ledged that such a danger
exists. O

nly 7 to 10 percent of the expenses of the m
unicipality of Suto

O
rizari could be covered w

ith the revenues from
 local taxes and collec-

tions. T
hat is w

hy its leaders are lobbying for instituting a special grace
period of three to five years during w

hich the new
ly created m

unicipal-
ities under the post-O

hrid decentralization process w
ill be guaranteed

privileged treatm
ent from

 the state, w
ith larger subsidies and support.

A
s of now

, 40 percent of his budget com
es from

 fees from
 personal 

taxation, trade, usage of land, and com
m

unal services, w
ith the govern-

m
ent subsidizing the rest. H

e lacks funds for w
orking out an econom

ic
strategy, for training self-governm

ent units and ongoing staff training,

A
 R

om
ani leader from

 K
osovo pointed to other m

ahala problem
s relat-

ed to w
ar dam

ages both in infrastructure and in housing. W
hile the gov-

ernm
ent in K

osovo has specific program
s for reconstruction, he noted

that they apply only to fam
ilies w

ho return to K
osovo. T

here are m
any

R
om

ani fam
ilies w

ho prefer to stay abroad and refuse to return to their
hom

es, either because their houses w
ere destroyed during the w

ar or
they fear discrim

ination or violence. H
e argued that conditions are in

fact safe for their return, and that attention should be paid to the posi-
tive developm

ents that have occurred in term
s of m

inority-m
ajority

cooperation 
and 

the 
establishm

ent 
of 

m
inority 

representation 
on

m
unicipal councils and in the K

osovo A
ssem

bly. A
 sim

ilarly positive
picture w

as presented by the city official from
 Prizren, even though

m
any R

om
ani participants disagreed w

ith these statem
ents. 
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A
dherents of one perspective argued that it is the state’s duty to guar-

antee a level of m
aintenance of infrastructure in the R

om
ani settle-

m
ents equal to that in non-R

om
ani settlem

ents. T
hey argued that one

of the m
ain tasks of the R

om
ani nongovernm

ental organizations and
politicians is to lobby for a coherent state policy in this regard. 

O
ther participants, how

ever, claim
ed that m

aintaining local infra-
structure, public service supplies, or housing falls under the jurisdic-
tion of local or m

unicipal authorities. Since R
om

ani urban m
ahalas

are adm
inistrative parts of local m

unicipalities, they should be part of
com

m
unal policies. 

T
he A

dvisor on R
om

a and Sinti Issues at the O
SC

E
 underlined that

m
any R

om
a confuse public services w

ith rights to w
hich they are enti-

tled and w
hich are guaranteed by the w

elfare state. T
he R

om
ani 

discourse has long been dom
inated by the quest for outside responsibil-

ity for their situation, he said, but rarely raises the issue of R
om

ani
responsibility in this regard. H

e further pointed out that the decentral-
ization of state pow

ers and strengthening of local self-governance is the
direction in w

hich m
ost states have evolved, and the issues of R

om
ani

m
ahalas should be properly addressed w

ithin that context. 

Sim
ilarly, a Serbian participant argued that the philosophy of the Ser-

bian state has changed in the last tw
o years, after the collapse of the
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for experts, field study facilitators, and for preparing applications to
attract foreign funds. H

e has also learned a bitter lesson of com
m

unal
politics, he said: the R

om
a blam

e first the local authorities, w
ho in this

case, happen to be R
om

a them
selves.

T
here w

as consensus am
ong som

e participants that decentralization w
ill

bring advantages to the R
om

a. W
hether the R

om
ani leadership should

strive to achieve better integration of R
om

ani m
ahalas w

ithin existing
m

unicipal units or opt for autonom
ous and self-governed units w

as less
clear to those debating the issue. Several R

om
ani participants w

ere in
favor of the latter, largely because of aspirations for self-determ

ination
that such autonom

y m
ight help to realize. A

s the R
om

ani M
P from

M
acedonia argued, this is a historic opportunity for the R

om
a. From

this perspective, Suto O
rizari represents a m

odel for future autonom
ous

R
om

ani m
unicipalities. M

ost im
portantly, an exercise in self-gover-

nance w
ould help turn local R

om
ani politicians into m

ainstream
 politi-

cians w
ho can gradually enter the national political stage.

O
thers, m

ainly non-R
om

ani participants, w
arned that establishing self-

governing m
unicipalities strictly on the basis of ethnicity w

ill perpetu-
ate ethnic divisions and prevent integration. A

ny dispute or difference
that arises w

ill im
m

ediately acquire an ethnic dim
ension. Furtherm

ore,
they added, fiscal decentralization w

ould render m
unicipal affairs exclu-

sively dependent on local revenues, w
ith the state responsible only for

w
elfare paym

ents. T
his in turn w

ould m
ake solving unem

ploym
ent and

poverty issues w
ithin m

ahalas virtually im
possible. D

issociating m
aha-

las from
 large urban m

unicipalities, they argued, w
ould therefore be

counterproductive.

R
epresentatives of m

unicipal authorities from
 M

acedonia and Serbia as
w

ell as som
e experts from

 B
ulgaria  favored the inclusion of R

om
ani

representatives w
ithin m

unicipal councils or the creation of advisory
bodies to serve local authorities. Such com

m
ittees, they noted, w

ere 
currently being established in Serbia. 

B
oth R

om
ani participants as w

ell as governm
ent representatives envis-

aged a critical role for the governm
ent in m

itigating the problem
s of the

m
ahalas. A

ll agreed that state authorities need to adopt a clear and
coherent policy tow

ard the R
om

ani m
ahalas, especially since the com

-
plexity and depth of the problem

s m
ake governm

ent involvem
ent

inevitable. T
he governm

ents w
ill need to m

ake budgetary provisions for
problem

s ranging from
 legal  (the status of m

ahalas and households) and

social issues (poverty and unem
ploym

ent, services and infrastructure) to
financial (burden on m

unicipal budgets) and political concerns (m
obi-

lizing political forces to tackle the issues seriously).

T
he R

om
ani M

P from
 M

acedonia called for a governm
ent fund, estab-

lished w
ith the support of foreign donors and international institutions,

aim
ed specifically at im

plem
enting concrete im

provem
ents in R

om
ani

m
ahalas. Several such projects sponsored by international institutions

are already underw
ay in m

ahalas in the region, but m
any feel that it is

still the responsibility of the state to guarantee decent living conditions
for its citizens. 

A
s decentralization advances, the role of local m

unicipal authorities w
ill

grow
 and they w

ill have to address the dire conditions in w
hich the

inhabitants of R
om

ani m
ahalas live. B

ut w
hat should be the role of the

R
om

a them
selves?

R
O

M
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T
here are both positive and negative exam

ples of R
om

ani participation
in local politics, since som

e m
ahalas are better organized and represent-

ed in local structures than others. In general, how
ever, R

om
a have been

underrepresented in elective office and local adm
inistration despite the

fact that the population is large enough to w
arrant greater representa-

tion. For this reason, m
ainstream

 politicians tend to visit R
om

ani m
ahalas

on the eve of the elections, and do not show
 up again until the next tim

e
elections are held. 

W
hile there is consensus regarding the need to increase the R

om
ani

presence in these bodies, participants added, there has been a notable
lack of potential candidates in m

ahala com
m

unities to fill such roles. A
slogan used by the m

ayor of Suto O
rizari —

 “M
ore diplom

as than visas”
—

 aptly reflects that need. R
oundtable participants differed in their

opinions as to the best w
ay to realize this objective: is it better to follow

the “ethnic” path, through R
om

ani political organizations, or the “civic”
or “integrated” path, via m

ainstream
 parties? T

here are also differences
of opinion regarding the role of the R

om
ani civil sector or N

G
O

s w
ith

respect to the role of political parties or organizations. 

A
n exem

plary case exists in Suto O
rizari, w

here the elected R
om

ani
m

ayor and council w
ork in partnership w

ith Skopje m
unicipal authori-

ties 
and 

the 
national 

governm
ent. 

T
he 

neighborhood 
is 

strongly 
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trators to provide a tem
porary reprieve of the crisis situation. T

his agree-
m

ent w
as signed on A

pril 16, 2002. 

Several B
ulgarian participants, both R

om
ani and non-R

om
ani, w

ere
skeptical, how

ever, as to w
hether the agreem

ent w
ould truly be im

ple-
m

ented. Indeed, w
ithout any real leverage, R

om
a in the m

ahala lack the
m

eans to ensure that this agreem
ent is put into effect. 

A
 N

is m
unicipal official from

 Serbia concurred as to the need for
R

om
ani representatives in local politics. Stressing her dedication to

keeping local pow
er structures open to R

om
a, she noted that in fact,

eight R
om

ani representatives have seats on the N
is m

unicipal council,
including the current V

ice-President of the M
unicipal E

xecutive B
oard.

She expressed concern, how
ever, that the R

om
a have been largely silent

instead of voicing their concerns and exerting public pressure on local
authorities. She encouraged R

om
a to use the legal m

eans available to
them

 to defend and pursue their ow
n interests, including joining the

m
ainstream

 parties. 

In light of their ow
n successful exam

ple, the R
om

ani participants from
M

acedonia strongly supported the view
 that R

om
a need to have their

ow
n political representatives in public bodies, including the parliam

ent
and other branches of the governm

ent. A
s the R

om
ani M

P argued, they
should not consider it sufficient to have m

ultiple sm
all N

G
O

s engaging
in hum

an rights activities or distributing foreign aid, but should instead
coalesce around identifiable R

om
ani political parties and seek direct 

participation in decision-m
aking and im

plem
entation. In his view

,
R

om
a in M

acedonia are now
 ready to insist on representation in the

state adm
inistration and governm

ent.

A
s one of the N

G
O

 leaders suggested, R
om

a should seek to have their
ow

n representatives w
ithin m

ainstream
 parties. T

he support of a m
ain-

stream
 party could in turn help R

om
ani representatives to achieve a

stronger negotiating position or exert additional pressure needed to get
things done. 

In contrast, the B
ulgarian participants w

ere m
ore cautious in discussing

the potential benefits of a R
om

ani political party. T
hough they conced-

ed that they m
ight have been affected by the banning of ethnic parties

in B
ulgaria under C

om
m

unism
, they saw

 no obvious advantage in
form

ing such parties. R
ather, they argued, such parties w

ould only serve
to isolate the R

om
ani com

m
unity even further, and in the long run

supported by the R
om

ani M
P currently serving in the M

acedonian par-
liam

ent w
ho com

es from
 that com

m
unity, and w

ho is also a R
om

ani
party leader and form

er m
ayor of Suto O

rizari. In addition, tw
o m

em
-

bers of the Skopje m
unicipal council represent the R

om
ani com

m
unity.

E
lected representatives have played

a critical role in the m
ahala; m

ore-
over, they have also taken on the
task of approving and coordinating
the activities of N

G
O

s. 

In B
ulgaria, as has been reported,

there are m
ore than 300 R

om
ani

local m
unicipal officials. In Lom

, as
in a few

 other places, the proportion
of 

R
om

an
i 

office-holders 
has

reached 20 percent. T
here are, how

-
ever, other exam

ples too: in the m
ahalas of Stolipinovo, of O

m
er, and

of Sheker (in the Plovdiv m
unicipality), there is only one m

unicipal offi-
cial representing som

e 40,000 m
ahala inhabitants. Such a situation

m
ight lead to a dangerous outcom

e, noted one participant. A
s a B

ul-
garian expert explained, a com

m
unity that has no channels of com

m
u-

nication or cooperation w
ith local authorities m

ight resort to less desir-
able w

ays of m
aking their opinions heard, as they did in the riots in

Stolipinovo. T
his case underscores the im

portance of having R
om

ani
participation in local politics through norm

al channels. Local authori-
ties should be aw

are of the risks, and they should therefore w
ork to facil-

itate the inclusion of R
om

ani representatives in local elected bodies. A
t

the sam
e tim

e, R
om

a have to organize them
selves to take on the 

challenges of becom
ing active and responsible partners in local politics. 

T
he contrasting exam

ples of Suto O
rizari and Stolipinovo reveal yet

another characteristic of som
e R

om
ani m

ahalas. A
 strong political sec-

tor in Suto O
rizari has played a constructive role in accordance w

ith
w

idely accepted rules of dem
ocracy, w

ith tw
o existing parties com

peting
regularly for R

om
ani votes. 

In the Stolipinovo m
ahala the situation is entirely different. T

he lack of
experienced politicians coupled w

ith a w
eak civil sector has led to erratic

and uncoordinated conduct am
ong com

peting R
om

ani organizations.
In the afterm

ath of the riots, an agreem
ent w

as reached betw
een an ad

hoc coalition of R
om

ani N
G

O
s and local political forces and adm

inis-

A
 co

m
m

u
nity that 

has no
 channels of 

com
m

unication
o
r 

co
o
pe

ratio
n w

ith 
lo

cal au
tho

ritie
s m

ight
re

so
rt to

 le
ss de

sirable
w

ays o
f m

aking the
ir 

o
pinio

ns he
ard.
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um
 caused by the lack of R

om
ani representation in elected bodies. C

an
R

om
ani N

G
O

s becom
e significant actors in local politics and con-

tribute to solving m
ahala problem

s, and can they truly represent the
com

m
unity’s interests? T

he flow
 of foreign and state aid and of services

to the com
m

unity w
as am

ong the m
ost debated and controversial 

topics at the roundtable.

T
he record of R

om
ani civil society in addressing and dealing w

ith
R

om
ani issues has been am

biguous. A
 num

ber of R
om

ani participants
lam

ented the grow
th of a so-called

“G
ypsy 

industry” 
that 

m
isuses

resources intended for the R
om

ani
com

m
unity. O

thers, including the
governm

ent officials present, pointed
to 

the 
lack 

of 
transparency 

and
accountability on the part of the
R

om
ani civil sector, claim

ing that
precious resources are squandered
and diverted to the benefit of its
leaders.  Still others underscored the
fact 

that 
the 

state 
has 

not 
done

enough to deal w
ith R

om
ani issues,

or has done so w
ith a particular bias. Indeed, w

ith the R
om

ani com
m

u-
nity left largely on its ow

n, the civil sector has had to take on the tasks
of service provider, advocacy agent, and caretaker. 

M
any participants strenuously objected to the roles currently being

undertaken by local N
G

O
s. T

hey insisted that N
G

O
s cannot, and

m
ust not, try to replace the state’s prim

ary function of serving its citizens.
Indeed, in order for state institutions to becom

e truly involved in
problem

-solving in the m
ahalas, they said, the R

om
ani com

m
unity

m
ust have legitim

ate representatives. A
s a R

om
ani m

em
ber of the

K
osovo A

ssem
bly stressed, a R

om
ani nongovernm

ental organization
com

prised of an internal leader, his w
ife, and a few

 of his closest rela-
tives, cannot enjoy the sam

e authority and legitim
acy in discussing

R
om

ani problem
s w

ith m
ainstream

 politicians or state institutions as
can dem

ocratically elected representatives. If the R
om

a w
ant to be

taken seriously, noted a R
om

ani politician from
 M

acedonia, they need
to learn to play by the rules. 

T
he R

om
ani representatives from

 Serbia and B
ulgaria agreed that non-

governm
ental organizations cannot supplant state or local authority

could lead to serious interethnic discord. To be sure, their chances of
becom

ing significant political players w
ere already rather lim

ited, they
noted, due to the lack of qualified individuals. 

T
he assessm

ent of the perform
ance of existing R

om
ani elected repre-

sentatives rem
ained am

biguous. A
ccording to another B

ulgarian partic-
ipant, R

om
ani politicians rem

ain strangers in the w
orld of B

ulgarian
politics, and the R

om
ani M

Ps w
ithin the m

ainstream
 parties play very

m
inor roles. T

hey are obliged to tow
 the party line and actually have

very little to do w
ith the elaboration of policy. T

hey have little or no
com

m
unication w

ith their colleagues from
 the parliam

ent, and they do
not participate actively in the bargaining processes that are a hallm

ark of
B

ulgarian 
politics. 

T
his 

situation 
leads 

to 
disappointm

ent 
am

ong
R

om
ani M

Ps as w
ell as their constituents, so they are rarely elected a sec-

ond tim
e. Indeed, only tw

o R
om

ani M
Ps currently serve in the B

ulgar-
ian Parliam

ent. T
he situation of the R

om
a on the m

unicipal councils,
noted participants, is quite sim

ilar. 

T
here w

as consensus am
ong participants that elected R

om
ani represen-

tatives should be reasonably w
ell-educated w

ith solid political skills, so
that they can participate on an equal basis w

ith their fellow
 politicians

and hold sim
ilar positions in state or local adm

inistration. O
f course,

ordinary R
om

ani citizens also need a degree of education in their every-
day transactions w

ith the adm
inistration, since they need to be able to

understand and defend their rights. T
he A

dvisor on R
om

a and Sinti
Issues at the O

SC
E

 argued that R
om

ani politicians should pay attention
to this issue as w

ell. 

TH
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A
 participant pointed out that the R

om
ani civil sector, including its

m
any N

G
O

s, has boom
ed in the last decade in the region. Foreign aid

from
 both private and international organizations to build up and

strengthen civil society has contributed greatly to this developm
ent.

M
any R

om
ani N

G
O

s are prim
arily dependent for their existence on the

ability of local leaders to secure financial support for projects. Since
m

ost of this funding com
es from

 external and predom
inantly foreign

donor sources rather than from
 the com

m
unity itself, they are also not

accountable to the com
m

unity. 

A
ccording to one participant, how

ever, in m
any instances the R

om
ani

N
G

O
 sector provides the only interm

ediary structure filling the vacu-

N
G

O
s canno

t re
place

 
the

 state
’s prim
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fu

nctio
n o

f se
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are not any viable alternatives. T
his is particularly true for large R

om
ani

m
ahalas, thought not necessarily for sm

all illegal settlem
ents placed on

private property. Yet, as participants noted, highlighting exam
ples from

Serbia, authorities seem
 to be determ

ined to dism
antle m

ahalas either by
legal eviction or by replacem

ent. For settlem
ents elsew

here, the only
solution is a m

assive effort at im
proving living conditions and w

orking
tow

ard their full integration w
ithin the social fabric of the com

m
unity

at-large. T
he challenge, how

ever, is enorm
ous; and w

ithout concerted
action by the state coupled w

ith help from
 foreign donors, it w

ill be 
virtually im

possible to break the vicious cycle of illiteracy, unem
ploy-

m
ent, and poverty that exists w

ithin these ghettos. 

M
ost of the participants view

 the existing m
ahalas as isolated and seg-

regated com
m

unities w
hose inhabitants suffer under im

m
easurable

squalor. For this reason, they oppose the form
ation of new

 m
ahalas,

even as they disapprove of dissolving or desegregating existing large
R

om
ani m

ahalas. Participants w
ere, how

ever, in favor of acting to keep
existing m

ahalas from
 sliding into further poverty and despair. T

hus,
for instance, som

e advocated desegregating specific public services,
such as schools.

T
he V

idin project in B
ulgaria, sponsored by the O

pen Society Institute
R

om
ani participation program

, and im
plem

ented also in Sofia, Sliven
and K

justendil, w
as raised by certain participants as a possible m

odel. Its
basic prem

ise is to bus R
om

ani pupils to schools outside of the m
ahala

so that they could receive a higher quality of education. W
hile som

e par-
ticipants considered the V

idin project a w
orthw

hile attem
pt to deal w

ith
the low

-quality education provided in R
om

ani ghettos, others urged
im

provem
ents of the school facilities and quality of education w

ithin
the m

ahala as a m
ore sustainable strategy. T

he m
ayor of Suto O

rizari
asserted that education has been his priority, w

hile announcing plans to
open a high school in the m

ahala in the near future. 

A
 representative of the C

ouncil of E
urope offered a different perspective,

based on an overview
 of the situation in other E

uropean countries
(including Spain and G

reece). She suggested that the m
ahalas represent

a unique m
icrocosm

 and should be considered an im
portant part of

E
uropean cultural heritage. T

he C
ouncil of E

urope, she said, therefore
opposes any attem

pts to destroy m
ahalas regardless of the legal status of

the settlem
ent and the dw

ellings. She w
ent on to say that R

om
ani m

aha-
las are not necessarily nor exclusively characterized by poverty, w

hile

institutions. A
s a Serbian R

om
ani leader fram

ed it, a problem
-solving

approach that relies on several sm
all uncoordinated projects, sponsored

by different donors and pursuing different objectives, is doom
ed to

failure. M
oreover, he noted, m

any R
om

ani organizations have lost
trust and credibility w

ithin R
om

ani com
m

unities, and their priority
m

ust be to regain that trust. W
hat is needed, he argued, is a concrete

policy, negotiated w
ith credible R

om
ani political leaders and im

ple-
m

ented by authorities in partnership w
ith R

om
a, including a return of

public services to R
om

ani m
ahalas. A

ccording to this participant, the
prim

ary tasks of nongovernm
ental organizations are w

ell-defined, and
N

G
O

s should not try to supplant the critical role of political parties
or elected representatives.

Such criticism
s notw

ithstanding, several participants com
m

ended the
contributions of R

om
ani N

G
O

s, including: raising aw
areness, exerting

pressure on state and local authorities, lobbying, engaging in civic edu-
cation 

and 
com

m
unity 

organizing, 
fostering 

the 
developm

ent 
of

R
om

ani m
edia, and other activities. Indeed, N

G
O

s have played a vital
role, they said, in im

proving the infrastructure of m
ahalas and carrying

out activities in the areas of education and health. O
ne therefore cannot

totally m
inim

ize their role, noted these participants, since they have
been providing services and perform

ing tasks that no R
om

ani parties,
state or local authorities can accom

plish. 

T
here w

as agreem
ent am

ong participants that N
G

O
s should engage

m
ore actively in com

m
unity life, encouraging the developm

ent of civil
society am

ong the R
om

ani population. Local N
G

O
 projects are fre-

quently m
arked by a lack of sustainability, said participants; their

actions are often sporadic and uncoordinated, and follow
 too closely the

priorities of different donor organizations. N
G

O
s, they advised, should

w
ork on creating m

ore order in existing program
s rather than trying to

perform
 roles reserved for political parties. T

here is therefore an urgent
need to construct a better balance and coordination of activities am

ong
elected representatives and nongovernm

ental organizations. 
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Should the R
om

ani m
ahalas continue their existence as com

pact settle-
m

ents inhabited by ethnically hom
ogeneous populations? In the debate

about the future of the R
om

ani m
ahalas, the prevailing opinion am

ong
participants w

as against efforts to dism
antle them

, especially since there
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R
om

ani leader from
 Serbia, it is equally true that the R

om
a have their

ow
n deficiencies and also need to be held responsible for their lot in life. 

C
O

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N
S

T
here w

as consensus at the Skopje m
eeting regarding the follow

ing: 

■
T

he potential for eruption of a conflict or crisis situation in
R

om
ani m

ahalas in the region is high. T
his is due to a num

ber of
pending and unresolved issues of significant scope.

■
A

 num
ber of factors of both a subjective and historical nature

underlie the existing situation. T
he R

om
a tend to view

 the state as
still w

elfare-oriented, m
aintaining that as citizens, they have rights

to receive public services cost-free. From
 a historical perspective,

the grow
th of m

ahalas has been spontaneous and unregulated,
prom

pting concerns regarding the legal status of the settlem
ents

and the housing constructed w
ithin them

. A
dditionally, there are

social, financial, and political issues related to poverty, unem
ploy-

m
ent, lack of services, and infrastructure. M

ost im
portantly, the

authorities appear to lack both the w
ill and the resources necessary

to address these issues. 

■
T

he interplay of these factors, coupled w
ith state reform

s intro-
ducing a m

arket-oriented approach and increased privatization,
has led to a dangerous situation in w

hich m
ahalas are likely to

becom
e high-risk com

m
unities, m

arginalized and segregated, pop-
ulated by an underclass w

ho are totally dependent on w
elfare and

have no hope for the future. 

■
R

om
ani m

ahalas as residentially segregated m
unicipal or urban

units cannot be dissolved. H
ow

ever, their continued existence
poses a challenge both to state and local authorities and to R

om
ani

residents: how
 can the m

ahalas be integrated w
ithin the fabric of

the m
unicipality and how

 can their inhabitants enjoy better living
conditions? C

oncerted action is needed in order to prevent any
escalation of the tensions that already exist. 

■
In m

any countries w
ithin the region, the R

om
ani com

m
unity is highly

urbanized and concentrated in com
pact neighborhoods or m

ahalas.
T

his provides further justification for addressing these issues.

conceding that poverty rates are certainly higher inside the settlem
ents

than outside. C
iting exam

ples from
 elsew

here in E
urope, she asserted

that the achievem
ent of tangible im

provem
ents w

ithin R
om

ani m
ahalas

is a m
atter of policy or strategy, and not strictly of available resources.

Several R
om

ani participants offered yet another perspective on m
ahalas

linked to the R
om

a’s aspirations to self-determ
ination. B

oth com
pact

and large R
om

ani settlem
ents, they said, offer a space in w

hich inhabi-
tants can experience self-governance, autonom

y, and self-determ
ination.

T
he A

dvisor on R
om

a and Sinti Issues at the O
SC

E
 recalled his m

eet-
ings in M

acedonia w
ith both state

authorities and R
om

a in the after-
m

ath 
of 

the 
A

lbanian 
crisis. 

H
e

noted that R
om

ani calls for self-
organization and for inclusion in
the provisions for im

plem
enting the

O
hrid 

Fram
ew

ork 
A

greem
ent

caused concern am
ong M

acedonian
authorities, w

ho w
orried that the

R
om

a w
ould attem

pt to act as the A
lbanians did. Indeed, he w

arned
participants that once R

om
ani leaders begin to cite the self-determ

ina-
tion principle, the m

ajority m
ight perceive this as an effort to incite

R
om

ani nationalism
. To avoid such dangerous m

isinterpretations, he
suggested view

ing “self-determ
ination” as a realization of the m

ahala’s
greater autonom

y and self-governance in the context of decentralization.
M

ahalas therefore should no longer be associated w
ith segregation and

poverty but w
ith em

pow
erm

ent and a desire to integrate the com
m

unity
into the m

ainstream
. H

e encouraged efforts to m
ove in this direction

and to exploit to the utm
ost all potential opportunities for the attain-

m
ent of self-governance and autonom

y in existing m
ahalas. 

T
he R

om
ani M

P from
 M

acedonia asserted that exam
ples of such

R
om

ani self-determ
ination already exist and are focused on engaging

R
om

a in m
ainstream

 politics in order to attain their objectives. To this
end, he cautioned that R

om
a m

ust act w
ithin the existing pow

ers and
law

s, not outside of them
. 

R
om

ani com
m

unities and their representatives m
ust decide w

hether
their best option for greater w

ell-being lies in seeking m
ore integration,

on the one hand, or m
ore self-governance, on the other. W

hile the state
has often failed to fulfill its obligations tow

ard the R
om

a, argued a

R
o
m

ani se
ttle

m
e
nts 

o
ffe

r a space
 in w

hich
inhabitants can e

xpe
rie

nce
se

lf-go
ve

rnance
, au

to
no

m
y,

and se
lf-de

te
rm

inatio
n.
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■
R

om
ani m

ahalas should be under the control of m
unicipal author-

ities, and the process of decentralization should clarify their role in
addressing and solving m

ahala issues. A
t the sam

e tim
e, how

ever,
the com

plexity and direness of the situation in m
any m

ahalas
m

ake governm
ent engagem

ent inevitable, including budgetary
provisions for a coherent nation-w

ide policy im
plem

ented at the
local level. For this reason, participants suggest the establishm

ent
of a fund that w

ould m
atch resources from

 governm
ents and for-

eign donors and support im
provem

ents w
ithin the m

ahalas. 

■
R

om
ani m

ahala-dw
ellers need to be consulted and represented in

elected bodies and local adm
inistration. L

ocal authorities should
encourage and facilitate the incorporation of R

om
ani representa-

tion into local structures. O
n the other hand, R

om
a have the

obligation to organize them
selves to take up the challenge of

becom
ing active and responsible partners in local politics. L

arge
R

om
ani m

ahalas clearly provide a sufficient dem
ographic base for

attaining a stronger representation in elected bodies. 

■
R

om
ani m

ahalas w
ith stronger representation in elected local

structures, and especially w
ith elected R

om
ani self-governing bod-

ies, have already proven them
selves better able to cope than those

w
ith w

eak representation or no representation at all. Such repre-
sentation has played a constructive role w

ithin the m
ahala com

-
m

unity and has allow
ed m

em
bers to serve as legitim

ate and cred-
ible partners for local authorities. 

■
T

he lack of w
ell-educated and qualified R

om
a for these roles has

been another obstacle in gaining stronger m
ahala representation.

T
herefore, the R

om
ani com

m
unity should m

ake it a priority to
acquire “m

ore diplom
as than visas” in the w

ords of the m
ayor of

Suto O
rizari.

■
R

om
ani N

G
O

s cannot supplant the state and its institutions in
their obligation to serve citizens. T

he authorities need partners, but
these need to be elected representatives or m

em
bers of R

om
ani

political organizations. W
hile the role of N

G
O

s should not be m
in-

im
ized, since they provide im

portant services and tasks that other-
w

ise w
ould not be offered, they still should avoid taking on func-

tions reserved for political parties or elected representatives. 

■
E

xisting m
ahalas in m

any cases resem
ble isolated and segregated ghet-

tos. It is incum
bent on local and state authorities to prevent any addi-

tional R
om

ani com
m

unities from
 sliding further into such conditions.

■
T

he R
om

a are disproportionately underrepresented in elective
office and local adm

inistration, w
hich leads to a lack of channels

for com
m

unication and cooperation w
ith local authorities. T

his
m

arginalization increases the risk that, in a crisis situation, resi-
dents w

ill be m
ore likely to turn to  violence as a w

ay to vent their
concerns.

T
he follow

ing set of recom
m

endations w
as suggested as a m

eans to
address R

om
ani m

ahala issues: 

■
T

here is an urgent need to resolve issues pertaining to the legality of
som

e m
ahalas and of the housing construction w

ithin them
.

■
In order to regulate housing and property rights and resolve issues
of legality, it w

ill be necessary to create cadastra files that include
these settlem

ents in urban developm
ent and zoning plans. Since

m
any local authorities cannot provide the funding necessary for

these steps, participants suggest the creation of a special state fund
as w

ell as a specialized state agency to oversee the process. 

■
G

overnm
ents should adopt a national policy tow

ard R
om

ani
m

ahalas that w
ould address w

ays of revitalizing housing or subsi-
dizing cheap public housing. T

his policy should also include the
developm

ent of criteria for deciding w
hen inadequate housing

should be dem
olished as w

ell as the appropriate level of com
pen-

sation. System
atic and legal solutions at the national level should

be com
plem

ented w
ith determ

ined action at the local level.

■
Im

provem
ent 

of 
living 

conditions 
in 

existing 
neighborhoods

rem
ains a priority. M

inim
um

 requirem
ents for services such as

access to running w
ater and a sew

age system
 should be established

so that local authorities can then provide these services to m
ahala

inhabitants. T
hose living in destitute conditions and on illegal

sites should be relocated and given access to schools, hospitals,
public transport, electricity, and running w

ater. 

■
W

ithdraw
ing 

public 
utilities, 

institutions, 
and 

services 
from

m
ahalas is dangerous and unhelpful, creating ghetto-like condi-

tions. L
ocal authorities m

ust exercise their responsibilities in these
neighborhoods just as in any other neighborhoods. To a great
extent, the accum

ulated unpaid debt for public utilities in som
e

m
ahalas is the result of inaction and political m

aneuvers on the
part of local authorities. In any case, holding the w

hole m
ahala

“collectively responsible” for these debts is inappropriate.   
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ight offer opportu-

nities for acquiring experience in self-governance, autonom
y, and

self-determ
ination. M

ahalas successful at navigating the process of
decentralization m
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ell m
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m
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