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Summary 

Bulgaria is one of the countries in the EU with the largest share of Roma population. The latest 
census data just published showed that contrary to expectations those who identify themselves 
as Roma have increased their share in the total population only marginally from 4.7% to 4.9%. 
The absolute number actually decreased from 271 to 325 thousand. The same process occurred 
in other ethnic groups, most dramatically among the Turkish population. 
 
Roma are scattered across the NUTS-II regions and NUTS-III districts of Bulgaria but on lower 
territorial level they usually live in concentrated communities on settlement or neighbourhood 
level. The overall level of residential segregation is very high, which is also reflected in 
segregated access to public services and especially to education.  
 
In Bulgaria there have been some good practices in the integration of the Roma, but most of them 
are small scale initiatives implemented by NGOs or pilots. Some of those pilots like the Roma 
health mediators programme have been scaled up by the government but much more is needed 
to reach a large macroeconomic impact.  
 
A comprehensive strategic document – the Framework Programme for the Integration of the 
Roma in Bulgarian Society was prepared and adopted by the Council of Ministers. In 2010, the 
Government, and respectively the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy initiated its update, which 
was held with the participation of key NGOs and Roma activists. There are also examples of long-
term sectoral programmes in education, health care and housing. The National Programme for 
the Improvement of the Living Conditions of the Roma is the best example. It was based on 
detailed expert analysis and needs assessment and budgeted in accordance with these 
estimates, but the plan was barely implemented and the funds allocated each year were off target 
by a factor of 10.  
 
From this we can conclude that the main obstacle to more tangible results have been the 
inadequate resources actually spent by the government for the integration of the Roma. Any 
relaunch of existing strategies and plans in the context of the new EU Framework for National 
Roma Integration Strategies should include precise budgetary commitments of appropriate scale 
from the Structural Funds and the national budget. A monitoring mechanism should be put in 
place; including a warning system signalling to what extent these commitments will be met each 
year. The monitoring mechanism should not focus only on the programming cycle of the EU 
Funds but also on the national budgetary cycle.  
 
This does not exclude the need to improve existing programmes, approaches and 
implementation. Impacts have to be carefully watched and documented and ineffective 
programmes have to be discontinued and replaced by new ones. But these adjustments and 
improvements can be done only if some tangible investment is actually made in the integration of 
the Roma.  
 
For this purpose it is necessary to provide continuous support to NGOs, municipalities and other 
potential beneficiaries to help them access the EU funds and monitor the implementation of 
strategies and programmes at national and regional level. 
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1. Description of the situation of Roma and Roma policies in 
Bulgaria 

1.1. The Roma population in Bulgaria  

Throughout the 20th century in the population censuses the Roma have (self-reportedly) been 
between 2% and 3% of the population with the exception of two censuses during the communist 
times when data have likely being manipulated and the number of Roma looked very small. In the 
census of 1992 Roma were 3.7% of the population and in 2001 4.7%. 
 
There is general perception among the majority population that the number of Roma is growing 
fast due to higher birth rates among the Roma. These relatively high birth rates are accompanied 
by very high child mortality rates and low life expectancy so low that 2.4 births per woman are just 
about enough to keep the number of Roma at the current level1. 
 
In the 2001 census out of the 370,908 people defining themselves as Roma, 47,3% point that 
they belong to the group of “Bulgarian Roma” (“dasikane Roma”), 46,2%, to the group of “Turkish 
Roma” (“horahane Roma”). Both groups are called “yerlii”, 5,1% belong to the group “Wallach 
Roma” or the so-called “rudari” and only 1,6% to the group of “kardarashi”2.  
 
Ilona Tomova, one of the leading researchers on the Roma in Bulgaria, offers her own 
classification of the Roma based on an empirical sociological survey. Tomova bases her 
classification on a comparison of self-identification data with expert assessment. Based on these 
comparative criteria only 2/3 of the Roma actually say they are Roma. Turkish speaking Roma 
who identify themselves as Turks are 1/5. Every 10th among the Roma identify themselves as 
Bulgarians and are the most integrated and have the best education. Those who identify 
themselves as Wallach are less than 10%3. The ratios between the different groups may have 
changed a bit in the last 15 years since 1995, but the pattern is the same and the approach is still 
useful for policy purposes, especially as the European Commission has also underlined that the 
term ‘Roma’ is used ‘as an umbrella which includes groups of people who have more or less 
similar cultural characteristics’4.  
 
The official data from the last census from February 2011 put the Roma population at 4.9%. In 
the previous census from 2001 those who identified themselves as Roma were 4.7%. In Bulgaria 
a large portion of the Roma identifies themselves as Turks. These Roma call themselves millet, 
while the majority of the population call them Turkish Roma.  
 
It should be mentioned also that although Bulgaria does not recognize Roma as a national 
minority, this has not prevented the official statistics from collecting data on the Roma population 

                                                      
1  Pamporov, A, Kolev, D., Krumova, T. and Ilko Iordanov, ‘Roma in Bulgaria: A Reference Book’, 2008, 26. (In 

Bulgarian) 
2  Loukanova, P., Dimova, L. and Nikolaj Kolev, ‘Needs Assessment Study for the Roma Education Fund. 

Background Paper’, 2004, 5. 
3  Tomova, I. The gypsies in the transition period, International Center of Ethnic Problems and Cultural Interactions, 

1995. 
4  European Commission, ‘An EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020’, COM(2011) 

173 final, Brussels, 5.4.2011, 2. 
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in the official census, neither has it put an obstacle to the existence of programmes targeted 
(most of the time explicitly but not exclusively) at the Roma5. 

1.2. Geographic distribution of Roma in Bulgaria 

The patterns of geographic distribution of the Roma are different depending on the level of the 
analysis. At NUTS-II level Roma are rather dispersed across all 6 regions in Bulgaria. At district 
level (28 districts) Roma are represented in a proportion larger than the average in 17 districts. 
The district with the largest proportion of Roma is Montana (29%), in the North-Western NUTS-II 
regions of Bulgaria, followed by Sliven (28%) and Yambol (27%) in the South-Eastern Planning 
Region of Bulgaria. At municipal level there are large differences, the Roma are concentrated in 
some municipalities. At some municipal level we can identify Roma-only villages and Roma-only 
neighbourhoods in big cities.  
 
According to a recent UNICEF report referring to the UNDP Vulnerable Groups Dataset in 
Bulgaria, ghetto-like Roma neighbourhoods are widespread in both urban and rural areas6. 

1.3. Poverty and Social exclusion of the Roma 

Despite the fact that during the years of strong economic growth there was some optimism about 
the possibility of gradually closing the gap between the Roma and majority population, data has 
persistently shown that gaps are very persistent. Official sources of the National Statistical 
Institute do not provide ethnically disaggregated data, so the main source of information on the 
situation of the Roma are surveys carried out by the World Bank, think tanks and sociological 
agencies. The latest available data from 2011 come from a Crisis Monitoring Survey carried out 
by the World Bank and the Open Society Institute – Sofia. They show desperately high poverty 
rates among the Roma.  
 

Poverty headcount rate, total, rural-urban and by household head characteristics, February 2011 

 Bulgarian Roma 

Total 14.91 63.33 

Working age population (15-64) 12.81 59.66 

   

Age group, HHH   

14 or less 0.00  

15-24 32.08 0.00 

25-49 12.54 51.83 

50-64 12.53 80.43 

65 and over 21.03 90.00 

   

Area of residence   

Rural 16.64 49.25 

Urban 14.26 66.92 

World Bank and Open Society Institute – Sofia, Crisis Monitoring Survey, February 2011 

                                                      
5  ‘Measures to promote the situation of Roma EU citizens in the European Union’, European Parliament, 2011, 8. 
6  UNICEF, ‘The Right of Roma Children to Education’, 2011, 15. 
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The poverty headcount rate (using 60% of the equalized median income as poverty line) shows 
that the poverty among Roma is more than 4 times as high as among the Bulgarian population. 
Only one in three Roma is above the poverty line. Data show also that the poverty is more 
prevalent among the urban Roma. If we look at the household head characteristics we see 
poverty rates rising with the age of the household head. This pattern is reversed among Roma 
households sampled from boosters. It should be noted that booster data only capture the Roma 
who live in segregated areas (settlements or neighbourhoods). One of the possible explanations 
for this discrepancy is that among the segregated Roma life expectancy is so short that it’s mainly 
the household heads of the relatively more well off who live beyond 65.  
 

February 2011 Headcount  Poverty gap  Square poverty gap 

 Bulgarian Roma  Bulgarian Roma  Bulgarian Roma 

Total 14.91 63.33  4.50 33.53  2.30 22.37 
Working age population 
(15-64) 12.81 59.66  4.57 34.20  2.63 24.01 

         

Age group, HHH         

14 or less 0.00   0.00   0.00  

15-24 32.08 0.00  12.91 0.00  7.00 0.00 

25-49 12.54 51.83  4.65 33.27  2.77 24.65 

50-64 12.53 80.43  4.22 38.57  2.33 24.64 

65 and over 21.03 90.00  4.29 28.94  1.37 11.14 

         

Area of residence         

Rural 16.64 49.25  4.35 22.50  1.97 13.47 

Urban 14.26 66.92  4.55 36.14  2.43 24.48 
 
If we look at data on the intensity of poverty, we see a much wider poverty gap among the Roma. 
On average, poor Roma have to add 34 leva (≈17 euro) to their current income in order to reach 
the poverty line. Poor Bulgarians are on average just a small fraction of their income away from 
the poverty line. This has very important consequences for poverty reduction policies in Bulgaria. 
We know that the social transfers in Bulgaria, except for pensions, have a very marginal impact 
on poverty reduction, which is due both to their scope and size. Social transfers in Bulgaria are 
well-targeted contrary to existing myths7 that there is a lot of misallocation8, but their size is at the 
same time completely inadequate. The GMI in Bulgaria is currently 65 lev (≈33 euro). The actual 
social transfers are this amount multiplied by a certain factor greater than one giving the so-called 
differentiated minimum income. Bearing in mind the large poverty gaps among Roma households 
it is much easier to have an impact on the poverty rates by increasing just slightly the social 
transfers and thus lifting most of the poor Bulgarian households out of poverty. Reaching out to 
the very deep pockets of Roma poverty would require some efforts, which go beyond increases in 
current rates of transfer (though this is something that needs to be done also). It requires to 
rethink the overall instruments for economic development in Bulgaria. 

                                                      
7  These myths as reproduced in the media but often fuelled by people high in the public administration often 

feature a Roma cheating the system. 
8  Ersado, L., Heltberg, R., Leite, P., BULGARIA: Social Assistance Programmes: Cost, Coverage, Targeting and 

Poverty Impact, 2009, The World Bank. 
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On the other hand, poverty among the Roma is not a homogeneous phenomenon at all. The high 
square poverty gap is an indication of underlying inequality among the poor Roma as well. There 
is obviously a diversity of different poverty situations within the deepest poverty as well. This is an 
indication, albeit not the only one, of the severity of the issues that need to be addressed. 
 
If we look at the sectoral breakdown we notice that there are three sectors where Roma are 
overrepresented compared to the average. These are construction, agriculture and 
manufacturing9. In the case of agriculture it is mainly subsistence agriculture, which is widespread 
among the Roma. Median hourly earnings are the smallest in agriculture compared to all other 
sectors. 

1.4. Extent and nature of discrimination experienced by the Roma 

The most recent report of Amnesty International concluded that Roma face a widespread 
discrimination in Bulgaria during the observed period. The report mentions evictions of Roma and 
demolition of their house, which took place in the capital and the city of Burgas on the Black sea 
coast10. The Amnesty International Report refers also to recent findings of the Bulgarian Helsinki 
Committee (BHC) concerning the deaths of children with mental disabilities in social care homes. 
The BHC report does not put an accent on the ethnicity of the children but it is known that Roma 
form a large share of the institutionalized children11.  

Inspections in homes for children with mental retardation or physical disabilities were carried out 
in 2010 by multidisciplinary teams, including specialists from the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, 
district offices, the Regional Inspectorates for Protection and Control of public health, clinical 
psychologists and paediatricians from hospitals for active treatment, staff of Social Assistance 
Directorates in the respective municipalities, and representatives of local administrations. No 
inhumane treatment of the children from the staff in the homes was found during the inspection, 
nor was data about on the application of punishments on children that undermine their dignity or 
harm their health. 

Since this type of institutions are located mainly in remote settlements, inspectors found that the 
necessary qualified staff is not available locally, socialization is difficult due to limited 
opportunities to access appropriate education, healthcare and other public services. 

As a result of the checks, legislative amendments were made to the Health Care Act and the 
Regulation on the criteria and standards for social services for children in order to regulate the 
activity in the cases of recording and tracking of death of children accommodated in specialized 
institutions. 

Deinstitutionalization is the probably the fastest developing segment of child related policies 
where true progress is widely recognized and acclaimed by stakeholders. With the adoption in 
early 2010 of the National Strategy "Vision for Deinstitutionalisation of the Children in the 
Republic of Bulgaria" and the Action Plan for its implementation the process of 
deinstitutionalisation is expected to be accelerated. The Strategy envisages not only the closing 
of the classic type of specialized institutions but also improvement the policies for family support 

                                                      
9  Open Society Institute and the World Bank, Crisis Monitoring Survey 2010-2011.   
10  http://amnesty.org/en/region/bulgaria/report-2011  
11  http://forsakenchildren.bghelsinki.org/?page_id=25  
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that will lead to lower risk of abandonment and reduction of other risks to the wellbeing of 
children. 
  
A study carried out in 2005 by the Centre for the Study of Democracy (CSD) in partnership with 
the Open Society Justice Initiative found that Roma are roughly three times more likely than non-
Roma to be stopped by police in pedestrian stops but no evidence of a difference in the rate of 
vehicle stops. The research also found profound differences in the character of stops. The survey 
showed that Roma citizens were more likely to report negative experiences during stops; 20 per 
cent of Roma reported experiencing insults, one per cent threats and five per cent experiences 
the use of force. For ethnic Bulgarians, only three per cent experiences insults, five per cent 
threats and one per cent use of force. Interviews with police officers provided evidence that some 
police officers specifically target people who appear to be Roma12. There are no more recent data 
on the stop-and-search practices of the police but it is very unlikely that there has been any 
substantial improvement.  
 
In Bulgaria prejudice against the Roma is widespread among the non-Roma population and many 
Bulgarians are inclined to avoid Roma in different social contexts. Only about 5% of Bulgarians 
have reported in surveys since 1992 that they would agree to marry a Roma. On other indicators 
there is some improvement captured in the last survey on social distances from 2007. 76% of 
Bulgarians report they would agree to live in the same country with Roma (16 pps up from 1997), 
68% agree to live in the same settlement (18 pps up), 55% agree to work in the same place (15 
pps up), 41% agree to live in the same neighbourhood (9 pps up), 33% agree to make friends 
with Roma (6 pps up)13. Especially the increasing willingness to share a workplace with Roma is 
very important as in Bulgaria Roma are confined to a segregated work away from gainful 
employment14. 
 
In 2010, the perception of discrimination among the Roma has increased based on surveys 
carried out by the Open Society Institute. Over 45% of the Roma felt that they have been 
discriminated in one way or another during the preceding year. In June 2011 55% of the Roma 
reported that they felt more discriminated now than 10 years ago15.  

1.5. Data gaps in relation to the Roma 

Data gaps concerning the situation of the Roma exist in Bulgaria and the official statistics and 
administrative databases in general do not collect and contain ethnic data. The only exceptions 
are the national census, the administrative data base of the Employment Agency and some 
special purpose survey. The Employment Agency collects information on ethnic basis to persons 
who are registered in the Labour Bureaus. The information is voluntarily submitted by individuals 
in strict compliance with the principle of self-identification and is stored and processed in 
accordance with the Law on Personal Data Protection. 
 
But in Bulgaria there is a relatively large number of independent sources of information on the 
Roma, which are relatively rich compared to the situation in other Central and East European 
countries. These sources of information include expert assessments, surveys carried out by think 
tanks, sociological agencies and international organizations. The most trustworthy and reliable 

                                                      
12  Strategies for Effective Police Stop and Search (STEPSS), Center for the Study of Democracy, 2008, 5. 
13  Pamporov, A., ‘Ethnic Distances in Bulgaria’ in The Young in European Bulgaria, Sofia, 2007.  
14  ‘Measures to promote the situation of Roma EU citizens in the European Union’, European Parliament, 2011, 12. 
15  http://osi.bg/?cy=10&lang=1&program=1&action=2&news_id=465 
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source of information among these are household surveys of the World Bank organized primarily 
with the purpose of monitoring poverty in Bulgaria.  

2. Assessment of the existing policy and governance framework  

2.1. Overall policy framework and governance arrangements 

Bulgaria has many strategic and operational documents related to the integration of the Roma. 
The most important among them are the Framework Programme for the Integration of the Roma 
in Bulgarian Society, which was updated in 2010 and the National Action Plan under the Decade 
of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015 adopted by the Council of Ministers in April, 2005 with six decade 
priority areas.  
  

Framework Programme for Integration of Roma in Bulgarian Society (2010-2020) is 
approved by the Council of Ministers in May, 2010. The Framework Programme is a national 
strategic document laying down the priority action areas and is in compliance with the political 
framework of the EU for observing the principle of equal opportunities and non-discrimination for 
all citizens. The Programme is a political framework for coordinating the activities of all state 
bodies for the integration of Roma, as a part of the overall national policy aiming at increasing 
the standard of living and guaranteeing equal opportunities for all. The priority action areas are in 
accordance with those of the National Action Plan under the initiative „Decade of Roma Inclusion 
2015-2015”. At operational level the Programme will be implemented by the Decade National 
Action Plan. 
 
As a general conclusion, it can be said that the Bulgarian Government has been very good at 
producing strategic documents and even at involving Roma representatives in the formulation of 
objectives and priorities. The Government has been much weaker at making these strategies 
operational though some examples of good and successful programmes can be found in 
practically all areas of intervention. What was missing most were true financial commitments and 
allocation of adequate resources. There are cases of financial commitments being made based 
on detailed analysis and budgeting but then only a small part of the foreseen resources were 
included each year’s national budget. This is the case of National Programme for the 
Improvement of the Living Conditions of the Roma. In most of the cases committed resources 
were simply inadequate to produce any visible impact at national level. 

2.2. Overview of targets for reducing poverty and social exclusion of the Roma 

There are no special targets defined as far as poverty and social exclusion among the Roma is 
concerned. One of the reasons for that is that monitoring the progress on any such targets 
requires systematic data collection, taking into account the complex ethnic dimensions.  
 
However, reaching the overall targets for poverty and early school leavers can only be achieved 
by making decisive steps towards reduction of poverty among the Roma by a combination of 
policy interventions in different areas and by investing in the prevention of school dropout and the 
reintegration of those who have already dropped out back in the education system. In this respect 
it can be safely said that the achievement of the National Reform Programme targets cannot be 
done if Roma integration policies fail.  
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As we wrote in our report on the National Reform Programme the enrolment rate in the lower 
secondary education, including those aged 11-14 is 82.4% in 2009/2010, down from its highest of 
85.1% achieved in 2006/2007. Bulgaria already has a large and growing population of school 
dropouts the majority of whom are Roma and preventive measures alone will not suffice even to 
stop the further growth. A massive national programme is needed for reintegration of dropouts 
back into the education system. The share of early school leavers in Bulgaria has dropped from 
more than 20% in the first half of the decade to 14.7% in 200916, but this process is a reflection of 
the positive trends in enrolment, which have been dramatically reversed in the last 5 years. A 
significant contribution to this negative reversal is due to the school optimization reform carried 
out massively in the school years 2007/2008 and 2008/2009. We expect that if a serious policy 
change does not happen, early school leaving will be higher in 2020 than in 2009 by at least 
several pps. Such a policy change cannot be seen in the current version of the National Reform 
Programme. 
 
The poverty reduction target in the NRP, although not very ambitious will also be unattainable if 
welfare in Roma communities does not improve significantly. Here we have to repeat our warning 
that looking at poverty headcount alone will be inadequate as poverty among the Roma is both 
widespread and deed with large differences within the Roma community itself. So, using other 
poverty and inequality measures to track progress is a must. The new absolute poverty indicator 
introduced by Eurostat with its multiple dimensions can be a useful tool in this respect but 
monetary poverty gaps are also important for planning the social benefit policy.  

2.3. National Reform Programme from the perspective of tackling the poverty and social 
exclusion experienced by Roma 

Unfortunately, the National Reform Programme in its current version has little relevance to the 
policies for the integration of the Roma. The NRP actually provides more reasons of concern for 
the future of integration policies than grounds for hope. 
 
Roma are mentioned in the NRP in the context of the social housing policies, but it is not clear 
how these policies will be backed up with significant public investment. Bulgaria has a practically 
non-existent social housing stock (less than 3% of the total housing stock), while the needs 
especially in urban Roma neighbourhoods are huge. Four pilot municipal housing projects will be 
funded in 2012 under the OPRD: “Support for providing modern social housing for 
accommodating vulnerable, minority and socially disadvantaged groups and other disadvantaged 
groups” to the total amount of 7-8 million euros. Although this effort should be praised, we have to 
note that it is a drop in the sea even if compared to the number of applications, which were 
submitted by municipalities for this specific call. We fear that the statements in the NRP about the 
social housing policies for the Roma, which anyway have a marginal place in the overall strategy, 
will not be backed up with adequate resources.  
 
The NRP also has a special priority within the poverty reduction target related to the employment 
of the vulnerable groups. People with disabilities and the Roma are mentioned in this section. The 
measures enumerated include activation and qualification programmes, social services and 
investments in accessible environment. A lot can be said about the effectiveness of the active 
labour market policies in Bulgaria. In general, the main deficit of the programmes was that 
support was withdrawn too quickly and many programmes did not have sustainable results. The 
                                                      
16  Eurostat, Early leavers from education and training, in percent, 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdsc410&plugin=0  
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scope of the active labour market policies was reduced at 1/3 of the pre-crisis level and again like 
in the case of other measures described in the NRP there are no plans to increase public 
spending on active labour market measures in the next 3 years.  
 
If the implementation of Bulgaria 2020 is to start in 2014 we are afraid that the remaining time will 
be too short to reach the goals. 

2.4. Strengths and weaknesses of existing policies and programmes from the 
perspective of promoting Roma integration 

 Income (tax and welfare policies) 

Tax and welfare policies are the main obstacle to the integration of the Roma in Bulgaria. 
Actually, tax and welfare policies in the last 5 years have caused more damage to the 
integration of the Roma than any other single cause including discrimination. The regressive 
taxation system in Bulgaria with a flat tax rate, and an upper limit on the social insurance 
contributions does not benefit the poor, among whom Roma are hugely overrepresented. 
 
The introduction in 2008 of the proportional income tax of 10% without any exemptions for 
the low income brackets must have affected negatively the motivation to seek employment 
especially for the low skilled and low paid workers. At the same time a policy for limiting the 
time for receiving GMI was introduced, first to 18 and then to 12 months. These limitations 
were condemned by the European Committee of Social Rights at the Council of Europe as 
violating the European Social Chart further to a collective complaints filed by the European 
Roma Rights Centre. The 12-months rule was not abolished until 2011 although the 
corresponding resolution was adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 31 March 201017.     
 
Despite the wide spread prejudice that many Roma are getting large social benefits the 
reality is much different. Very few of the Roma get social benefits – about 15% in Bulgaria18. 
The Roma that get social benefits are actually much less than those who don’t get although 
they are poor but don’t qualify because of over restrictive means, tests, stigma, which 
prevents them from seeking benefits or lack of information on the opportunities and rules 
within the social system19. 
 

 Education 

Reforms carried out in the education system in 2007 and 2008 were primarily targeted at 
economizing and “efficiency” improvements. A per capita funding was introduced in Bulgaria, 
which caused massive school closures. In 2008, at the climax of the school optimization 
reform around 15 per cent of the schools were closed in a single year. This process was less 
orderly and rational than planned and it didn’t take into account rising private costs and 
certain cultural specificities of the Roma. The result was a massive increase in school 
dropout.  

                                                      
17  Resolution CM/ResChS(2010)2 Collective complaint No. 48/2008 by the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) 

against Bulgaria, https://wcd.coe.int/. 
18  Hentschel, J., World Bank, Presentation to the event EU funds contributing to Roma integration – Bulgaria,  

Sofia, 22.06.2011. 
19  The World Bank and OSI-Sofia, Multitopic Household Survey, 2007. Crisis Monitoring Survey 1-3 wave, 2010-

2011. 
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According to some estimates about 20% of Roma children in Bulgaria never go to school20. 
6-7 years ago it was estimated also that about 70% of Roma students who go to school 
attend ethnically segregated schools21. This figure could have diminished in the course of 
school optimization but mainly at the expense of increased school dropout from closed 
village schools. At the same time little has changed in large urban ghettoes except for the 
marginal effects of some school desegregation programmes. The first and most widely 
publicized desegregation project in Bulgaria was implemented by the Organization DROM – 
a Roma organization from Vidin. Vidin is located at the Danube River in the poorest North-
Western NUTS-II region of Bulgaria and has a large Roma population living in segregated 
neighbourhoods22. Despite enthusiasm about the results achieved it is becoming 
increasingly clear that desegregation projects have suffered from many draw backs, the 
main being that they never included all Roma children in a specific school but only targeted 
parts of the social and economic elite of the Roma community. Those who did not move to 
mixed schools and staid in the sub-standard settings of the segregated school could 
arguably have even suffered from the desegregation projects. But the outcomes for those 
kids were never taken into serious consideration. On the long run, it seems that 
desegregation campaigns covering only part of the students should be replaced by inclusive 
policies at national and local level following the rule ‘no kid left without support’. The so-
called segregated schools should not be left without investments in repairs, teaching 
materials and staff qualification as long as they exist. And in some cases Roma-only schools 
cannot actually be closed down without significant displacement of people taking place or at 
the cost of huge dropout.      

 
Those small rural schools with Roma students, which were not closed down as a result of 
the school optimization are currently severely underfunded. In 2009 the Government cut per 
capita funding for schools by 10% and the school budgets never recovered to their previous 
level. In Bulgaria per capita funding is allocated to municipalities based on the number of 
students. Four groups of municipalities are defined with different per capita standards for 
each group based on criteria such as the level of urbanization (number of settlements within 
the municipality, size of the municipal centre and population density) and relief (mountainous 
or plain). Municipalities must distribute 80% of the government grant strictly on per capita 
basis and is free to redistribute the remaining 20% on the basis of its own allocation formula. 
A recent overview of municipal formulas in more than 20 municipalities carried out by the 
Ministry of Education with the participation of independent experts has shown that 
municipalities also tend to redistribute the money in ways that favour elitist schools located in 
the municipal centre and not towards small rural schools, which is just the opposite of what 
municipal autonomy is expected to do. Roma in rural areas tend to live in small villages and 
in many cases are enrolled in separate schools, which are among the most neglected and 
underfunded.  

 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
20  ‘Needs Assessment Study for the Roma Education Fund’, Background paper, Bulgaria, 2004, p.15 
21  European Roma Rights Centre, Stigmata: Segregated schooling of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe, 

European Roma Rights Centre, Budapest, 2004. 
22  Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, On the Road to Maturity: Evaluation of the non-governmental desegregation 

process in Bulgaria, Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, Sofia, 2008.  
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The municipality of Septemvri can be given as an example. It is a poor and depopulating 
municipality with a significant Roma population. If we look at the municipal redistribution 
formula we see that it does not change anything compared to a pure per capita standard (a 
pure voucher system). The deep reason for this unfavourable redistribution lies with the fact 
that the Roma minority is politically powerless and voiceless. Roma parents would not even 
know that the school where their children study has been harmed by getting relatively less 
funding. 
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Survey of Parent Participation and School Life in Bulgaria, OSI-Sofia and Expert Analysis Group. 

 
The presence of minority students is correlated with higher incidence of various problems at 
school like low achievement, various behavioural problems, truism, communication 
problems, and conflicts with staff and other students. Students are not the ones to blame but 
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the education, which obviously fails to integrate students from a minority background and 
concentrates (not necessarily by somebody’s ill intention, but simply by the non-intended 
consequences of bad policies) students of low social background, with behavioural and other 
problems in separate schools. 

 

 
Survey of Parent Participation and School Life in Bulgaria, OSI-Sofia and Expert Analysis Group. 

 
The mothers’ educational level is considered a very good predictor of how a child will fare at 
school. If we look at the data we see the huge gap between the education level of Bulgarian 
and Roma mothers. This gap should be compensated with proactivity and activation 
measures on behalf of the school. But the survey results show that precisely the schools 
where the children of the most disadvantaged parents of minority background are enrolled 
are the most passive. So the lack of parent participation is complemented by the lack of 
school initiative. 
 
Among the main reasons for Roma students’ low performance at school are also the multiple 
correlates of poverty, including for example the need to work in out-of-school hours in order 
add something to a thin household budget. A survey estimated that about a quarter of 
children living in poor Roma households help their parents at home, while 2/3 have to work 
for payment23. 

 

 Employment 

Specific data on the employment of the Roma are not easily available as employment data 
do not contain any ethnic identification. Data on the unemployment of the Roma can be 
obtained from the Employment Agency, which has an administrative database that collects 
information on ethnic basis to persons who are registered in the Labour Offices. 
 
According to data of the Confederation of Trade Unions in Bulgaria 74% of the Roma fall in 
the 3 lower groups in terms of their income. And this is an overview just of the people who 
are in the labour force. The same data show that the employment of the Roma is 

                                                      
23  Tilkidzhiev, N., Milenkova, V., Petkova, K., Mileva, N. Roma Dropouts: a Research. Institute of Sociology, 97. 
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concentrated in agriculture, and construction. In financial intermediation the participation of 
the Roma is zero and in the government it is symbolic24. 
 
Job satisfaction among the employed Roma is much lower than the average in Bulgaria – 
42% compared to 51.2%. The same holds true for wage satisfaction, which is 15 pps lower 
among the Roma. The implementation of the labour and social legislation to the Roma is 
much worse. Roma have chances for training and professional development 4-5 times less 
often the Bulgarians. The trade union participation of the Roma is 7% compared to 23% in 
the country as Roma happen to work in sectors where trade union intervention is much 
lower25. 
 

 Health 

A study from 2002 found that life expectancy among the Roma was 10 years lower than 
among Bulgarians and that the situation was deteriorating. Among the causes for ill health 
and early death mentioned were poverty, malnutrition, unhealthy environment and early and 
frequent childbirth26. 
 
A field survey from 2008 found that more than 37% of the population living in segregated 
Roma communities were without health insurance, while among those Roma who had 
worked abroad every second was without health insurance. Every 6th person aged 15+ was 
not registered with a GP, while some 5% never had a GP in their lives. The survey also 
showed that the take up rate of mediator services was very low – around 4% of the adult 
population reported to have ever used a health mediator27. In the Bulgarian health care 
system the GP is the gatekeeper providing access to medical specialist and referring to 
hospitals. Not having a GP is equivalent to not having access to health care unless one is 
able to pay the full cost of medical examination and treatment. In the same survey 40% of 
the respondents said that they almost never had the necessary cash to buy prescribed 
medicines. This is no surprise bearing in mind that Bulgaria has the highest share of private 
costs for medicines.  
 
A recent report by the World health Organization concludes that “one and a half million 
inhabitants are not covered by the statutory national insurance scheme, and even for the 
insured population, patient cost-sharing obligations remain very high”. The report puts 
private costs at 42% of the officially reported health expenditure. The final conclusion is that 
“the level of financial protection provided by the health system in Bulgaria is the worst among 
the countries of the European Union, and this puts people at risk of impoverishment as a 
result of ill health or forces them to forgo seeking care when needed”28. A European 
Parliament report also mentions that ‘in Bulgaria, ‘out-of-pocket’ expenditures by individual 
patients are relatively high, with negative consequences for health service provision for 
vulnerable low income groups such as the Roma’29.  

                                                      
24  Tomev, R., Institute for Social and Trade Union research, Presentation at the event EU funds contributing to 

Roma integration – Bulgaria, Sofia, 22.06.2011.  
25  Ibid. 
26  Tarnev, I., Kamenov, O., Popov, M., Makaveeva, L. and Vasilka Alexandrova, Health Problems of the Roma. 

Essence, Consequences and Ways to Go, OSI, 2002, 3. 
27  Tomova, I., Metodieva, M. et. Al. (2008). Health Status in Communities with predominant Roma Population. OSI-

Sofia (unpublished report).  
28  Evetovits, T., Madarova, H., Kacevicius, G., and Pavel Hrobon (May, 2010). Report of a Diagnostic Mission on 

the Health Insurance System in Bulgaria. World Health Organization, 1.  
29  ‘Measures to promote the situation of Roma EU citizens in the European Union’, European Parliament, 2011, 17. 
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Romani women are an especially vulnerable group. Based on a self-reported health status 
carried out in 2008 about 37% of Romani women said their health was either good or very 
good30. This is a very low figure compared to the population average on a similar indicator, 
which according to a Eurobarometer survey from 2006 was 60%. It should be borne in mind 
also that perceptions of a healthy life among Roma and Bulgarians may as well differ very 
much. The most prevalent understanding of what it means to be healthy among Roma is an 
absence of a serious chronic disease31.  

 

 Housing and environment 

Social housing is one of the pressing needs in the area of social inclusion in Bulgaria as the 
social housing stock is less than 3%, much below the EU average. But 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 
practically never started. The funds dedicated to the programme were negligible compared 
to the plans even before the start of the economic crisis. In 2009 the implementation of the 
programme practically stopped32. Currently the only public investments for improving the 
living conditions of the Roma planned until 2013 will amount to about 7 million euro and will 
suffice at the most for up to 4 pilot projects in medium sized communities. This is less than a 
one hundredth of the actual needs. This makes it sure that nothing significant would have 
happened by 2015 in the field of the housing conditions of the Roma. Unless some public 
investments of much larger macroeconomic significance occur between years 2014 and 
2020, the situation in 2020 will not be any different.    

 

 Sport, recreation, culture 

Roma neighbourhoods and settlements in general do not offer any opportunities for sport 
and recreation. Public space itself is a public good barely accessible and usable in most of 
the places inhabited by Roma. Firstly, because of the lack of any investments in this type of 
infrastructure and secondly, because of prevalence of illegal construction, which encroaches 
even on the scarce available public space. 

3.  Impact of the Structural Funds on the Roma 

Matthias Verhelst, representative of the European Roma Grassroots Organization said in an 
interview for the euobservertv that the money from the SFs was there, but very little of it trickled 
down to Roma policies for various reasons and that there were different reasons in different 
countries for this not happening33.  
 
In Bulgaria, almost 5 years after the full membership in the EU the country still faces huge 
obstacles to benefit from the EU funds for boosting its social and economic development. The 

                                                      
30 Krumova, T., Ilieva, M. (2008). The Health Status of Romani Women in Bulgaria. Centre for Interethnic Dialogue 

and Tolerance Amlipe, 21. 
31  Ibid. 
32  Kolev, D., Metodieva, M., Panayotov, S., Bogdanov, G., Krumova, T., ‚Annual Report. Roma Integration in 

Bulgaria 2007-2008’, Plovdiv, 2010, 12. 
33  http://www.ergonetwork.org/ergo-network/, last visited on 03.07.2011. 
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financial recourses aimed at improving Roma integration are only partially available because co-
funding from the national budget has become very problematic and some pivotal programmes like 
the programme for improving the living conditions of the Roma have practically stopped.  
 
The significance of financing provided by the EU structural funds for projects in support of the 
policy for Roma integration has been growing. Though certain results have been achieved in the 
implementation of projects connected with Roma integration under the operational programmes 
Human Resource Development and Regional Development, as well as in the Program for 
development of rural regions 2007-2013 in the first half of the program period 2007-2013, a 
number of weaknesses have been identified in the course of these programs’ implementation, the 
overcoming of which requires directed and systematic effort on the part of public institutions, non-
government organizations, the public and its communities. Most of the registered Roma 
organizations in Bulgaria have limited capacity in project design and management of EU projects 
and the demand for basic training is quite high. Many Roma NGOs also need further 
development of their capacity in implementation, monitoring and reporting. The same applies also 
to experts on Roma issues form the public administration, as well as generally to other experts 
working on the implementation of social inclusion policies.  
 
Coherent programming, which takes into account both national sources and the EU SFs is 
needed. One very counterproductive message is that the integration of the Roma could be done 
by using the SFs alone. It is often forgotten in this context that the SFs have to play only a 
supplementary role to the role of the National budget. There are multiple reasons for the 
unsuccessful use of the EU SFs. The most important among them are low political commitment, 
inadequate budgeting, low participation of Roma organizations, poor targeting, and failure to 
incorporate previous good practices.  
 
Examples of operations using the so-called integrated approach are still very few. A pilot 
experiment with the use of such an approach will be done in the field of housing. Social housing 
projects in 2-3 municipalities o the total amount of 15 million leva will be implemented using a 
combination of measure funded from the European Regional Development Fund (the Regional 
Development Operational Programme) and the European Social Fund (the Human Resource 
Development Operational Programme). Complicated procedures, low advance payments and 
delayed payments increase the cash requirements beyond what most NGOs and business can 
secure and overstretch even municipal finances.   
 
Some macroeconomic policies have had a significant impact on the absorption of the EU SFs 
with an effect on Roma related operations. The SF, especially with the coming of the global 
economic crisis and the resulting fiscal revenue crisis, have actually crowded out existing national 
funding and have thus replaced programmes (even with some reductions). The net effect from 
such financial arrangements cannot be much different from zero.  

4.  Role of civil society organisations and international 
organisations 

Civil society organizations and Roma organizations in particular are an important component of 
the Roma integration policies but they cannot be the only component. The large bulk of 
investment that needs to be done has to take the shape of national programmes. NGOs have a 
certain role to play in this process as mediators and monitors of the implementation but they 
cannot be the main implementation agent. 
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The Bulgarian experience shows that NGOs can be very effective in granting and re-granting, 
especially when community level actions are concerned.     
 
In a recently published article Lili Makaveeva who is the Chair of the one of the biggest Roma 
organizations in Bulgaria, points out that Roma civil organizations faced a crisis after Bulgaria’s 
accession to the EU. Makaveeva speaks about the ever increasing outflow of Roma activists, 
mainly those belonging to the middle class and explains this with the disappointment stemming 
from the lack of visible results 20 years after the transition to democracy in Bulgaria. Makaveeva 
believes somewhat too optimistically that grassroots empowerment can fill in the gaps created by 
low political representation and the lack of a middle class among the Roma. There is no doubt, 
however, that Roma NGOs including those working at grassroots level have a role to play.   
 
In Bulgaria, Roma NGO representatives are involved as observers in the Monitoring Committees 
of the Operational Programmes. Currently, a coalition of Roma NGOs are advocating for having 
Roma representatives as voting members. The managing Authority of the HRD OP has 
responded to these demands and currently an amendment has been change the status of NGO 
representatives from “observers with deliberative voice” to “members with the right to vote by 
taking decisions”. Voting power however is not decisive as Roma representatives will anyway 
have one among many votes. Experience from the monitoring committee work until now shows 
however that it is much more important if participants in the committee sessions are active in 
participating in the discussions and submitting written comments and proposals.  
 
Roma representatives are also present in the so-called Council for Public Consultations, which 
was organized at the Committee on European Affairs and Oversight of the European Funds at the 
Parliament. According to its Articles the Council is a form a partnership between the Government 
and the civil society structures for the purpose to enhance transparency in the process of 
parliamentary oversight and control on the European affairs and in compliance with the efforts for 
a better and more efficient management of the European funds. Roma NGOs participate in the 
Council for Public Consultations on an equal par with trade unions and the National Association 
of Municipalities as well as in the National Council on Social Inclusion Issues to the Council of 
Ministers.  

5. Recommendations 

5.1. Challenges that need to be met and the national goals and policies that should be 
included in Bulgaria’s national Roma integration strategy in order to bridge the gap 
with the general population. These should address, as a minimum, the four EU 
Roma integration goals relating to: 

 Access to education 

There are big structural issues related to the equal access of the Roma to education. Roma 
populations end up increasingly segregated, including in rural regions where the school 
desegregation agenda based on bussing has little to offer because in many cases the 
closest school is too far to be a viable option even with a transport provided. Actually, a side 
effect of the school optimization policy was the closure of many Roma schools in rural areas. 
In some cases the result was good as the students moved to a new and better school. But in 
most of the cases the result was either increased school dropout or moving the students to 
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an environment, which is not particularly welcoming and is not prepared to address the 
challenges of educating together students of different ethnic backgrounds. Investing in the 
development of programmes for intercultural education and new more student-oriented and 
diversified teaching practices is a key priority. Most of the issues related to the integration of 
the Roma would be successfully addressed by measures targeted at the modernization of 
school education.      

 

 Employment 

In the field of employment the most urgent task is to restore the funding for active labour 
market policies at pre-crisis levels.  
 
Measures to overcome the segregation of the Roma on the labour market are very 
important. Roma are overrepresented in the informal sector and in low qualified jobs, so 
reducing the size of the grey economy will have a positive impact on the labour market 
integration of the Roma.  
 
On the short run it is important to invest in the improvement of the working conditions in 
construction and some sub-sectors of manufacturing, which are the main source of 
employment for the Roma on the primary labour market.  
 
Support for small scale agriculture is also very crucial especially the efforts for marketization 
of small family farms producing mainly for own consumption. These measures under the 
Rural Development Operational Programme have been underutilized mainly due to 
inadequate information campaigns and support for the preparation of applications.   
 

 Healthcare 

In the field of healthcare the government needs to tackle the issue of regional disparities in 
the provision of health care services. On the long run, Bulgaria will face significant shortages 
in medical staff, which have already started to be felt in nursing. Rural areas especially the 
poorest ones do not have adequate access to primary medical care.  
 
In the field of healthcare the situation is the same as in education. Most of the disadvantage 
of the Roma is related to the overall policy framework. Bulgaria has a very large and 
currently growing number of health uninsured a vast majority of whom are poor but not 
covered by the social assistance34. Attempts to remedy this situation have been partial and 
unsuccessful. One route was the use of a special fund, which was inadequately budgeted 
but even the scarce funds available were not fully used due to insurmountable means tests. 
Another approach to the problem was by programmes funded from the SFs, including 
screening and medical checks mainly through the use of mobile units. Some of these 
programmes had a quite good coverage and sometimes an appropriate follow up with 
relevant medical treatment. They are a very good supplement to the mainstream access to 
healthcare improving the outreach to the most vulnerable (Roma included) but they cannot 
be a replacement for a dysfunctional health insurance system. 

                                                      

34  For details see Resolution CM/ResChS(2010)1 Collective complaint No. 46/2007  by the European Roma Rights 
Centre (ERRC) against Bulgaria, https://wcd.coe.int/.  
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Although there has been a significant debate as to the role of the health care mediators 
ranging from complete denial to a complete acceptance of the mediation in its current form, 
the work of the Roma health care mediators has to be extended. The concept of a health 
mediator adopted in Bulgaria perceived the mediator is a member of the Roma community 
who helps illiterate Roma or Roma who are not familiar with the healthcare or social 
assistance systems get better access to healthcare and social services. In order to be able 
to efficiently protect the rights of Roma patients, mediators should be familiar with healthcare 
and social assistance legislation, as well as with the regulations governing the provision of 
free or discounted medication, the social insurance options and mechanisms, and the 
fundamental sanitary and hygiene standards35. This concept of mediation has been 
challenged by opponents claiming that the mediator cannot function for long as a low 
qualified assistant, but that mediation has to gradually disappear or become the task of 
qualified social workers. 
 
An overview of good practice carried out by the Open Society Institute and the World Bank 
indicates that health care mediators are a good model when they are integrated in a broader 
policy framework for improved access to health care and are put under the umbrella of some 
sustainable institution like the health and social centres, which have been established in 
some Roma neighbourhoods.  
    

 Housing and environment. 

It is acknowledged by reputable organizations that Bulgaria is among the countries in the EU 
where the housing situation of the Roma is actually deteriorating36. 
 
In the field of housing policies will face many dilemmas in each particular case. There has 
been a long argument whether high-rise collective residential buildings are suitable for the 
Roma or not. The most widespread opinion that this cannot be the predominant type of 
housing37, but in large urban ghettoes it is sometimes practically without alternative 
especially if extended families want to continue living together generation after generation. 
The organization of the family unit does not vary between poor and wealthy Roma families 
but is significantly different from the family model of the majority population.  
 

The most important step in this policy area would be to re-launch the National Programme 
for the Improvement of the Living Conditions of the Roma, which was never fully 
implemented and was practically stopped in 2008 just before the global economic crisis 
started to be felt in Bulgaria. The program had no new funding for 2009, only some funding 
to finish on-going projects, which were already in the process of implementation. The 
economic crisis will affect dramatically all long-term programs for integration of the Roma. 

     

 Income support 

This is the weakest and most neglected part of Roma integration policies. As income support 
policies cannot be targeted under EU funded programmes, this policy area remains the most 

                                                      
35  Tarnev, I. Mediator Concept. (Unpublished concept note). 
36  FRA, Housing Conditions of Roma and Travellers in the European Union, 45. 
37  Macura, V., Vuksanovic, Z., ‘Roma Housing and Settlements in South-Eastern Europe: Profile and Achievements 

in Serbia in a Comparative Framework’, OSCE (ODIHR), 2006, 21. 
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neglected one. The main social transfers in Bulgaria are very small in size and have a 
marginal impact on poverty. The only social transfer programme with a large coverage is the 
child benefits, which are known in Bulgaria under the name “family benefits for children”. 
This is a programme with a high income threshold and a wide coverage but the size of the 
benefits is inadequate and needs to be increased. 

 

 Transport 

 Sport/recreation/cultural activities 

This policy area has been largely neglected. The most urgent needs are related to the 
creation of the relevant infrastructure. Another policy instrument reaching to children and 
young people are extra-curricular activities at school. It is widely acknowledged by experts 
that these kinds of activities are particularly important for disadvantaged students. 
Unfortunately during the economic crisis this was one of the first items to be cut. It is 
necessary to restore funding from the national budget at previous levels and use the EU 
funds to invest in new equipment, infrastructure and staff qualification.  

  

 Anti-discrimination. 

Anti-discrimination is an area where some progress has been achieved in Bulgaria with the 
adoption of anti-discrimination legislation and the establishment of a national anti-
discrimination body. The work of the Commission for Protection against Discrimination 
(CPAD) needs to be supported, as recently it has been under political attacks and pressure 
was exercised by nationalists to downscale the work of the commission. It would be very 
good also if the mandate of the CPAD could be extended to address also structural 
discrimination and not just individual cases. This will enable the CPAD to draw broader 
policy relevant lessons from specific typical cases and to produce policy recommendations 
to pubic bodies and be more involved with the design of relevant integration policies. 

5.2. How to strengthen monitoring methods and evaluate the impact of Roma integration 
actions and to establish a review mechanism for the adaptation of the national Roma 
integration strategy. 

Monitoring of Roma inclusion policies has never been taken seriously until now. There are 
several points where Roma integration policies fail.  

1) Before anything starts the whole issue of Roma inclusion may fail to be recognized or 
politically accepted. This obstacle has now been largely overcome though it should be taken 
into account that Roma integration is still the agenda of some national elites pushed by or 
supported by (depending on the context) by international organizations and other 
governments. Roma integration policies are deeply unpopular with the majority population 
and risky in political terms as far as they don’t get electoral support from Roma voters, they 
are usually subject to criticisms from Roma representatives and they can lead to large loss 
of popularity from majority voters. This combination of factors can and does easily and 
quickly lead to political fatigue and leadership burn out after the initial enthusiasm.   

2) The Government may fail to include the issue in any coherent policy agenda. This step has 
also largely been taken now. Good examples of such strategic policy documents exist. They 
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are sometimes subject to criticisms, but in general they have been the product of broad 
participation of the Roma civil society and Roma experts in the public administration. 

3) The Government may fail to commit the necessary resources. The usual sign of this policy 
failure are action plans with detailed description of activities but without budgeting or with 
very weak and vague budgetary commitments such as “no additional funding required”, “as 
part of general budget for education/healthcare etc.” 

4) Committed resources may never be actually allocated. This is by far the most crucial point of 
breakdown as at this point taxpayers’ money has to actually be spent and the full range of 
political and operational risk actually consumed. It is better to detect this sign of policy failure 
as early as possible as later it becomes irreparable and a good excuse for not doing 
anything. A typical example of this is the National Programme for the Improvement of the 
Living Conditions of the Roma. This a programme that had been thoroughly designed with 
the participation of Roma, a broad expertise had been mobilized, the programme had been 
budgeted on the basis of comprehensive needs assessment but the resources actually 
allocated and spent fell behind targets by a very large margin. 

5) Implemented policies can prove unsuccessful due to bad design including inadequate 
assumptions, bad analysis, inadequate stakeholder involvement, bad management at 
operational level or corruption. A large portion of the Roma integration policies fail at one of 
the previous stages, those reaching the stage of actual implementation are either pilots 
initiated by NGOs or the government or small scale programmes, which lack the scope 
required to attain visible targets at national level. There are but a few practices that have 
been initiated by NGOs and are translated into public policy (e.g. the health mediators), 
financed by the state budget. The incidence of failure at this stage is overstated and often 
overexposed by the media who are generally not very sympathetic to the Roma integration 
cause.    

 
To guarantee that policies will not halt on the phases of budgeting and implementation the 
process has to be monitored all the way and be as transparent as possible. Monitoring has to 
follow a clear framework.        

5.3. How cooperation and continuous dialogue with Roma civil society, regional and 
local authorities and other relevant bodies could be strengthened. 

Bulgaria has no elected regional authorities, only local authorities at municipal level. This includes 
264 municipalities with elected mayors and municipal councils. The most relevant body to be 
addressed for the mobilization of municipal mayors is the National Association of Municipalities in 
the Republic of Bulgaria (NAMRB).   

5.4. Better use of the EU Structural Funds in the future to support the integration of 
Roma and to complement national and international funding. 

The better use of the EU Funds for the integration of the Roma still faces many obstacles, the 
main being macroeconomic. The government does not use outlays from the national budget to 
provide better conditions for beneficiaries in terms of advance payments, timely transfers after 
payments are authorized. The policy of transferring all financial and technical risks to 
beneficiaries is a tool for decreasing EU Funds absorption. 
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There is also a variety of obstacles at microeconomic level. Potential beneficiaries of EU Funds 
targeted at the integration of the Roma are located in and operate from underdeveloped areas 
with difficult access to financial resources (credit), low administrative capacity and poor public 
services and scarcity of skills and knowledge in implementing programmes and projects. These 
gaps need to be bridged if anything tangible is to happen in the field of the integration of the 
Roma. There are some good examples of how the bridging can be done like the Making the Most 
of the EU Funds for the Roma – an international initiative supported by the Open Society Institute.  
 
Finally, there are some unnecessary obstacles related to the way programmes and projects are 
administered, laying too much administrative burden on beneficiaries. A lot of recommendations 
in this respect have been produced and submitted by NGOs to the national authorities and the 
European Commission suggesting simplifications of reporting and procedures. These 
recommendations also need to be taken into account as an additional tool for improving 
absorption and effect, but it should be borne in mind that the main obstacles are not procedural 
but structural.    

5.5. The integration of Roma and Europe 2020 national targets and National Reform 
Programme. 

The integration of the Roma is not reflected in the National Reform Programme. Roma are barely 
mentioned in the programme. 
 
The National targets for the National Reform Programme cannot be achieved without the 
integration of the Roma in education.  
 
The cohorts, who will compose the statistical aggregate of early school leavers in 2020, are those 
aged 8-14 in 2010. In the 7-10 age group who are now in the primary school the net enrolment 
rate is 93.4% in the school year 2009/2010 and 91.5% in 2010-2011 school year – down from 
practically full enrolment in the middle of the decade. The enrolment rate in the lower secondary 
education, including those aged 11-14 is 82.4% in 2009/2010, down from its highest of 85.1% 
achieved in 2006/2007. Bulgaria already has a large and growing population of school dropouts 
and preventive measures alone will not suffice even to stop the further growth. A massive 
national programme is needed for reintegration of dropouts back into the education system. The 
share of early school leavers in Bulgaria has dropped from more than 20% in the first half of the 
decade to 14.7% in 200938, but this process is a reflection of the positive trends in enrolment, 
which have been dramatically reversed in the last 5 years. A significant contribution to this 
negative reversal is due to the school optimization reform carried out massively in the school 
years 2007/2008 and 2008/2009. We expect that if a serious policy change does not happen, 
early school leaving will be higher in 2020 than in 2009 by at least several pps. Such a policy 
change cannot be seen in the current version of the National Reform Programme. In relation to 
the achievement of this target the Government also refers to the National Youth Strategy 2010-
202039.  The linear extrapolations quoted in the NRP, which expect the share of early school 
leavers in Bulgaria to drop to 6.3% in 2020, do not take into account the significant change in 
trends that took place. 

                                                      
38 Eurostat, Early leavers from education and training, in percent, 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdsc410&plugin=0  
39 Petrova, M. (2011). Natsionalna programa za reformi. Osnovni akcenti I politiki za perioda 2011-2015. 
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