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Roma in Bulgaria after 1989/90 – Living Conditions and 
State Policy

Sonja Schüler

Zusammenfassung
Roma in Bulgarien nach 1989/90 – Lebensbedingungen und Staatspolitik
Die indisch-stämmigen Roma stellen eine in mehrfacher Hinsicht spezifische „Ethnie“ dar. Die heterogene Großgruppe lebt über etliche eu-
ropäische und außereuropäische Staaten verstreut und ihre Angehörigen sind mehrheitlich „traditionell“ von Randgruppendasein betroffen. Roma 
sind insbesondere in den südosteuropäischen Ländern mit signifikanten Gesamtbevölkerungsanteilen vertreten.

Am Beispiel Bulgariens, einem Staat mit einem der europaweit größten Gesamtbevölkerungsanteile dieser Ethnie, zeigen sich die ambivalenten 
Auswirkungen der demokratisch und marktwirtschaftlich orientierten Transformationsprozesse auf breite Segmente dieser Minderheit. 
Einerseits sichern seit 1990 verankerte Grundrechte und Freiheiten neue Möglichkeiten der Entfaltung ethnokultureller Charakteristika, der 
Organisation und Artikulation gruppenspezifischer Interessen und der politischen und sozioökonomischen Partizipation. Andererseits hat sich 
der Randgruppenstatus der Roma in mehrfacher Hinsicht verschärft. Überproportionale Erwerbslosigkeit, drastische Verarmung, eine niedrige 
Lebenserwartung sowie eine überdurchschnittliche Abhängigkeit vom Wohlfahrtssystem kennzeichnen die Lebensbedingungen der Betroffenen. 
Der Teufelskreis der Armut zwingt im Rahmen einer armutsbedingten Subkultur zum Leben außerhalb gesellschaftlicher Werte und Normen. Im 
Rahmen der krisenhaften Wandlungsprozesse haben die Roma auch die begrenzte Akzeptanz ihres gesellschaftlichen Um feldes verloren. Dies 
belegen die Verfestigung historischer Negativklischees und die Entfaltung neuer Ausgrenzungs- und Diskriminierungs mechanismen gegen die 
zunehmend als „soziales Problem“ wahrgenommene Ethnie. Ansätze der ethnospezifischen Interessenorganisation der Roma sind insbesondere 
auf der parteipolitischen Ebene schwach ausgeprägt und ermöglichen die Einflussnahme auf nationale politische Entscheidungsprozesse bislang 
nicht.

Zur langfristigen Angleichung der Lebenschancen dieser Minderheit sind die von der politisch-institutionellen Ebene ausgehende Schaf fung 
von Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten in den Schlüsselbereichen Bildung und Erwerbswesen, die Bekämpfung von Diskriminierung und die Förderung 
politischer Partizipation grundlegende Voraussetzungen. Die staatliche Politik gegenüber den Roma zeichnete sich bis Ende der neunziger Jahre 
durch die außenpolitische Demonstration von Reformbereitschaft und die faktische Umsetzung einzelner Symbolmaßnahmen mit unzureichender 
Be dürfnisorientierung aus. Erst innerhalb der vergangenen Jahre wurden im Zuge der EU-Beitrittsvorbereitungen erste problemorientierte 
politische Maßnahmen eingeleitet, deren praktischer Nutzen sich noch erweisen muss.

Sollten die nicht nur in Bulgarien, sondern in zahlreichen Staaten mit vergleichbaren Problemen dringend benötigten Reformansätze in ihren 
Ansätzen stecken bleiben, so werden breite Segmente der Roma-Bevölkerung langfristig am Rande eines erweiterten EU-Bereichs ver bleiben, 
innerhalb dessen sie die numerisch größte ethnische Minderheit darstellen – mit weitreichenden politischen und sozioökonomischen Folgen.

Roma, Bulgarien, Südosteuropa, Marginalität, Volksgruppe, Minderheitenpolitik 

Abstract
The Roma are in many ways a unique people. This heterogeneous “inter-group-community” originates in north-western India. It consists of 
many subgroups which can be differentiated according to cultural, religious, territorial, historical, socio-economic and other characteristics. Its 
identity is multidimensionally diverse. Roma groups moved to Europe hundreds of years ago and the Roma are the continent’s largest ethnic 
minority. According to estimates, roughly 8 million Roma live in many European countries. Being a transnational minority, the Roma do not 
have a common homeland which could serve as a protecting power. The Roma have never controlled significant resources. Since their arrival in 
Europe, large segments of this ethnic minority have been living more or less on the margins of their societies. Social rejection and exclusion by the 
dominant populations as well as self-exclusion are historical determinants of their living conditions. Especially in the former socialist countries 
of Southeast Europe, Roma comprise large parts of the entire populations.

The developments in post-socialist Bulgaria show that the collapse of socialism and the democratisation processes had very ambiguous 
consequences for large segments of the region’s Roma. During socialism, repressive measures aimed at this minority’s complete assimilation 
and forced its economic integration. Nevertheless, Roma benefited from permanent employment, regular wages, social benefits and from 
comparatively better opportunities for education. Since 1989/90, new constitutional rights and individual freedoms were institutionalised and the 
socialist repressions were abolished. Marginal groups have equal rights to develop their cultural identities, to organize and articulate individual 
and common interests and to seize new opportunities for social and political participation. Yet, the transformation processes brought new hardship 
– especially for the Roma. Unemployment rates above average, extreme impoverishment, increasing segregation in the spheres of education and 
housing, severe health problems, new forms of discrimination and a growing dependency on social benefits characterize the living conditions of 
this minority today. Large segments of the Roma population are trapped in a vicious circle of poverty and exclusion. Their marginal status has 
drastically sharpened which also means that the social distance between them and their social environment enlarged. Pauperisation forces many 
Roma to live beyond social norms and values, also by making use of illegal strategies for survival. The historical stereotypes vis-à-vis the Roma 
seem to come true as a self-fulfilling prophecy. The image of the irresponsible, criminal Gypsy determines this minority’s social perception even 
more than before 1989.
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Roma in Southeast Europe
Since the collapse of socialism the 
transformation countries of Eastern and 
South east Europe are exposed to ma-
nifold changes. Democratic rights and 
freedoms have been adopted and institu-
tions that are conducive to constructive 
relations with ethnic minorities have 
been established. Labour markets and 
employment conditions have changed. 
Public welfare systems collapsed and 
new social dissimilarities occurred. The 
regime changes provoked many hopes 
and expectations. They related to the im-
provement of the standard of living, the 
guarantee of rights and freedoms and a 
peaceful coexistence of individuals and 
groups having equal rights and oppor-
tunities. These hopes and expectations 
have only partly been fulfilled.

The Roma who are also known as 
gypsies, Zigeuner, tsiganes or cigani 
comprise a very unusual group not only 
within the transformation countries but 
also in the global context. In the Roma-
ni language, the mother tongue of many 
Roma-communities throughout Europe, 
Roma means men. The terms gypsies, Zi
geuner, tsiganes and cigani areoriginally 
names which have been given to them 
by their social environment. They refer 
to the Roma’s supposed origins. Gypsies 
is derived from Egyptians whereas Zige
uner, cigani refer to a religious group of 
the Byzantine Empire called athinganoi 
(which means untouchables) (Reemtsma 
1996). Although there are Roma who call 
themselves gypsies/cigani, many mem-
bers of this group prefer to be referred 
to as Roma because the former terms 
are “traditionally” connected with many 

negative stereotypes – suffice it to men-
tion the image of the lazy, dirty gypsy. 
The group does not have an ethnic name 
which is commonly accepted but interna-
tional institutions (the European Union, 
the OSCE, the World Bank, the UN etc.) 
use the collective name Roma. The ma-
jority of the people I interviewed in the 
course of my field research in countries 
of Southeast Europe considered the term 
cigani as a devaluating name and identi-
fied themselves as Roma and/or as mem-
bers of their own subgroups (schüleR 
2005). In this article I will use Roma as a 
collective name.

The Roma, whose historical roots are 
located in north-western India, already 
appeared in Europe about 700 years 
ago. As a transnational minority which 
is dispersed throughout the continent, 
they do not have a mother country that 
could protect them. The Roma are a very 
heterogeneous people whose identity is 
multidimensionally diverse (BaRany 
2002, pp. 8-15). They are subdivided 
into countless metagroups, subgroups 
and further sub-divisions which can 
be differentiated by socio-economic, 
cultural, religious, ter ritorial, linguis-
tic and other cleavages. Changing and 
overlapping identities characterise the 
Roma population. Many of them iden-
tify themselves primarily as members 
of their own subgroups but also as mem-
bers of metagroups, as Roma/Gypsies 
and as members of the regional or natio-
nal majority population. However, many 
traditional cleavages (like the cleavage 
between nomadic and sedentary com-
munities) and patterns of identification 
changed or have even lost their meaning 

due to poverty, social mobility, assimi-
lative policies or due to the adaptation 
of Roma communities to their local eth-
nic environment. There are individuals 
and groups with a Roma origin who 
only declare themselves as members of 
the regional or national majority (ma-
Rushiakova and PoPov 1997). Possible 
reasons are not only adaptation, social 
mobility and assimilative policies but 
also the negative stereotypes which are 
linked with the term Roma. The latter 
has be-come synonymous with poverty 
and marginalization. Sometimes, the 
descent comprises an element of the-
se groups̀  collective consciousness. In 
many cases the regional or national ma-
jorities do not accept them as members 
of their groups and distance themselves 
by means of socio-economic, cultural or 
other cleavages or by means of specific 
habits. However, there are also relatively 
well educated and integrated Roma-
communities. Roma-activists who pro-
mote a common group consciousness 
generally identify as Roma.

Due to their heterogeneity and the fact 
that a common Roma-identity does not 
exist it becomes clear that the Roma are 
not a usual ethnic group. Nevertheless, 
they are united by cultural and linguis-
tic origins, similar historical and current 
experiences of socio-economic and poli-
tical marginality and by specific patterns 
of the perception of themselves and their 
social environment (e.g. a division of the 
world into the spheres of Roma and Non 
-Roma) (BaRany 2002, p. 15). So they 
share important elements of a common 
group consciousness and of an ethnic 
identity.

Although the Roma seize the opportunity for political participation with ethno-specific political parties, they did not manage to get enough 
support for an effective political representation on the national level. Many different loosely structured, poorly organized and elite driven par ties 
compete for the votes of the Roma but in fact, the Roma`s national political mobilization has been unsuccessful.

The reasons for the deterioration of the Roma’s living conditions are complex. General socio-economic consequences of “modernization” 
and the transformation processes, a historically low social status, historical shortcomings in the sphere of education, “traditional” stereo types 
and prejudices vis-à-vis this people, socio-economic and cultural mechanisms of self-exclusion and consequences of the Roma minority’s 
heterogeneity have an important bearing on the situation.

Not withstanding this ethnic group’s increasing marginalization, the Roma still did not become the focus of a coherent national state policy 
for the improvement of their living conditions. The negative image of the Gypsy is not the only reason for this deficit. The standard of living in 
the country is still low and the Bulgarian state has to solve many different transitional problems at the same time – including the fulfilment of the 
European Union’s stability criteria.

Without equal development opportunities in the spheres of education and employment and without a real combat of discrimination large 
segments of the Roma population will keep on living on the margins for quite a long time. Not only in Bulgaria but also in many other countries 
where the situation is similar. The social and economic consequences are considerable.

Roma, Bulgaria, Southeast Europe, marginalization, ethnic group, minority policy 
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Apart from this it becomes clear that 
general statements about the Roma’s 
situation cannot be made. Quantitative 
research methods do not provide reliable 
data. Suffice it to mention that even the 
determination of the Roma populations̀  
sizes in their countries is impossible. Of-
ficial demographic data usually under-
count the Roma. Scientific surveys often 
do not reveal the criteria which are used 
to identify persons as Roma (united na-
tions develoPment PRogRamme 2002, pp. 
23-25). According to estimates, roughly 
eight million Roma live in Europe; the 
majority of them lives in Central and 
Eastern Europe and the Balkans (UNDP  
2002, pp. 23-24). They are Europe’s lar-
gest ethnic minority. 

Although there are relatively wealthy 
Roma-communities, the group is “tradi-
tionally” one of the continent’s poorest 
and most disadvantaged minorities (see 
author’s photographs: Roma in Southeast 
Europe). Nevertheless, Roma have al-
ways been able to adapt to the wider ma-
cro-society. Over long periods of time, 
members of this ethnic group occupied 
peripheral economic niches and integra-
ted elements of their environment’s cul-
tures and habits. Especially during the 
20th century, the gap between the Roma 
across Europe and their social environ-
ments deepened mainly due to a lack of 
adaptability to fast-changing socio-eco-
nomic conditions and due to assimilative 
policies and discrimination. But which 
effects did the transformation processes 
in Eastern Europe have on this specific 
ethnic group? Did the Roma’s living con-
ditions improve or do they live even more 
on the margins than before? This article 
is concerned with the characteristics and 
backgrounds of the situation large mar-
ginalized segments of Bulgaria’s Roma 
population are exposed to.

Roma in Bulgaria before and after 
1989/90
Bulgaria is a post-socialist country which 
is inhabited by Roma since the Middle 
Ages (maRushiakova and PoPov 2001, p. 
370). The Roma comprise a very large 
part of this country’s entire popula tion. 
Bulgaria has about 7.8 million inhabi-
tants; experts classify between 500,000 
and 700,000 of them as Roma (maRus-
hiakova and PoPov 2001, p. 373). Most 
of them are sedentary like the majori-
ty of Eastern Europe’s Roma but some 
communities abide by a semi-nomadic 
lifestyle. Like anywhere else in Europe, 

the Roma are traditionally perceived to 
be “very different” which is due to so-
ciocultural and religious characteristics 
and also to their lower social Status. The 
stereotype of the criminal, lazy and dir-
ty gypsy comprises a historical element 
of their social environment’s perception 
and fostered assimilative policies. Howe-
ver, Roma worked as craftsmen, provi-
ded different forms of unskilled labour 
and occupied economic niches. For cen-
turies they have been an integral part of 
the society they lived in (maRushiakova 
and PoPov 2001, pp. 373/374).

Until the collapse of socialism the at-
titude of the Bulgarian State towards the 
Roma was not characterised by substan-
tial differences. The political approach 
was not confrontation but rather con-
descension vis-à-vis a group which was 
perceived as an inferior, socially under-
privileged, homogeneous Commu nity 
without specific ethnic characteris tics. 
From the official point of view the Roma 
did not endanger the interests of the ma-
jority population and did not deserve any 
Special political attention. This traditi-
onal attitude explains why Roma were 
not the primary target group of spe cific 
State policies. Political measures regar-
ding this minority were inconsistent, 
contradictory to their real needs and de-
veloped and implemented without their 
participation. Due to their political and 
socio-economic marginality the Roma 
generally remained isolated from main-
stream politics.

After a short period of internatio-
nalism, the socialist policy towards the 
Roma was motivated by the perception of 
their social, economic and cultural back-
wardness and the fear that Roma with an 
ethnic Turkish self-consciousness could 

be misused as “bridges” of Turkish and 
Muslim influence and policy. Socialist 
policies aimed at assimilation and forced 
economic Integration. In the last phase 
(since the so-called Process of Revival 
1984/85, an assimilative campaign which 
was primarily directed against the eth-
nic Turkish and Muslim population of 
Bulgaria) the authorities even denied the 
Roma’s existence.

The regime managed to raise their 
Standard of living by means of providing 
opportunities for education, permanent 
employment, regular wages, favourable 
conditions for settlement and access to 
social Services. Nevertheless, the State 
socialist System left a Roma minority 
which kept on occupying the lowest so-
cial Status as unskilled workers filling 
out peripheral niches of the labour mar-
ket. Its majority lived and still lives in se-
gregated quarters and the children were 
channelled into segregated schools with 
a low quality of education. Some Roma 
quarters were surrounded by high walls. 
Social isolation and the assimilative po-
licy even strengthened the stereotype of 
this ethnic groups” inferiority. Repres-
sive assimilation campaigns prevented 
the public expression of ethno-specific 
characteristics and caused tensions and 
mistrust between Roma and State insti-
tutions (maRushiakova and PoPov 2001, 
pp. 375-378).

After the collapse of socialism the 
institutional framework provided a basis 
for the ethno-specific Organisation and 
articulation of interests as well as for 
cultural development and social and po-
litical participation. Nevertheless, until 
the end of the 1990s the Roma did not 
become the focus of a specialized state 
policy for the improvement of their li-
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ving conditions. Meanwhile, the transi-
tion brought new hardship for large seg-
ments of this ethnic group. The Roma are 
confronted with an unemployment rate 
above average, a decreasing level of edu-
cation, impoverishment, discrimination, 
increasing segregation in several spheres 
of live and severe health prob lems (schü-
leR  2005, pp. 59-246).

The majority of the Roma in a working 
age is unemployed. Due to their low pro-
fessional qualification most of them are 
insufficiently prepared for the demands 
of the transforming labour market. Eth-
nic discrimination influences the “hiring 
and firing” of employees. Consequently, 
large segments of the Roma population 
are dependent on social welfare which 
means they are dependent on the scarce 
state budget. After 1989/90, the Roma’s 
access to education deteriorated mainly 
as a con-sequence of povert y, limited 
proficiency in the Bulgarian language, 
the absence of role models showing suc-
cess through education and segregative 
elements of the Bulgarian educational 
system. The low educational level within 
the younger generations of the Roma 
population renders their integration into 
the country’s economic and social life 
very difficult. This leads to an increasing 
marginalisation and to a growing social 
distance between the Roma and the ma-
jority population.

With their economic role the Roma 
also lost the limited acceptance of their 
social environment. Since the beginning 
of the transition period large segments of 
the Roma population are trapped in a vi-
cious circle of poverty and exclusion and 
are exposed to a “culture of poverty”. Ist 
forms of life and patterns of behaviour 
like

• a permanent struggle for survival – 
also by means of semi-legal and illegal 
strategies like theft

• poor housing conditions in segregated 
quarters

• having many children
• addiction to drugs
• resignation, culture of dependence on 

external help and “victim-mentality”
• lacking awareness concerning the im-

portance of education
• different forms of self-exclusion
stand in vast contrast to the norms and 
values of the majority population. They 
also differ from the life of traditional 
Roma-communities which are better off 
and manage to abide by long standing 
values and cultural characteristics.

The culture of the underprivileged 
is an element of the vicious circle of 
poverty but it is perceived by the social 
environ ment as a specific “Roma cul-
ture”. Like a “self-fulfilling prophecy” it 
strengthens the existing prejudices vis-à-
vis the ethnic group. The perception sug-
gests that the Roma themselves are guil-
ty of their plight and disregards that they 
are an ethnic group whose marginality 
is caused by complex factors including 
discrimination and a lack of develop-
ment opportunities. Large segments of 
the macro-society consider them as lazy, 
irresponsible criminals who get rich at 
their environment’s expense and who 
just do not want to adapt to social values, 
habits and ways of life.

According to a survey which was con-
ducted by BBSS Gallup and the Bulgari-
an Helsinki Committee in 2005, 67 % of 
the ethnic Bulgarians do not like to make 
friends with Roma. 94 % declared their 
non-acceptance concerning a marriage 
with a member of the Roma minority. 

77 % do not want their children to go 
to classes in which half of the pupils are 
Roma. 85 % regard the Roma as lazy and 
irresponsible and 27 % even do not want 
to live in the same country with them. 
On the contrary, 89 % of the Roma de-
clared they could imagine to have ethnic 
Bulgarian friends; 60 % could imagine a 
“mixed” marriage. 83.5 % of the Roma 
recommended educational desegregation 
(koen 2005a, pp. 12/13; koen 2005b, pp. 
12, 13, 21).

The negative Roma-image fosters the 
stigmatisation of the ethnic group as a 
scapegoat for Bulgaria’s socio-economic 
problems and makes its political, econo-
mic and social participation extremely 
difficult. It also fosters discrimination in 
all spheres of life including public serv-
ices, housing and criminal justice. Roma-
individuals and even entire communities 
are sometimes exposed to violent forms 
of discrimination which are committed 
by private individuals or groups as well 
as by the police. Regular reports of non-
governmental organisations inside and 
outside Bulgaria (e.g. Bulgarian Helsin-
ki Committee, Amnesty International, 
European Roma Rights Centre) give full 
details concerning the extent and the 
forms of discrimination (schüleR 2005, 
pp. 116-246).

It becomes clear that after 1989/90, a 
fast-changing socio-economic environ-
ment together with
• educational and socio-economic 

“backwardness” within the Roma-
popula tion

• mechanisms of self-exclusion (due to 
cultural characteristics and poverty)

• consequences of the Roma’s hetero-
geneity

• and the existence of historical prejudi-
ces and discrimination

have caused the deterioration of their 
overall conditions. Thus, the democratic 
changes did not at all foster the Roma’s 
integration.

Bulgaria’s Roma policy 
(1990-2002)
Apart from president Zelev’s (1990-1996) 
commitment for the fight against discri-
mination and social problems of the 
Roma as well as for the establishment 
of a dialogue with representatives of the 
ethnic group the Bulgarian governments 
did not develop a comprehensive Roma 
policy. In continuity to the traditional 
political approach the marginality of the 
Roma was exclusively regarded as a so-
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cial problem without ethnic aspects. The 
importance of the fight against discri-
mination and the promotion of an equal 
access to important spheres of life were 
underestimated.

The political passivity vis-à-vis Roma 
issues is partly a consequence of their 
negative social image. Political activism 
for the sake of this minority is highly un-
popular due to the prevalence of preju-
dices, the enormous social distance bet-
ween this ethnic group and the majority 
population and its perception as a burden 
of the scarce state budget. Thus, political 
parties or governments which engage in 
improving the living conditions of the 
Roma run the risk of losing the apprecia-
tion of their potential electorate.

The political passivity also comes 
from the facts that this minority does not 
dispose of a common motherland which 
could be a “protecting power” and that it 
does not control significant political and 
economic resources. The demands of the 
Roma do not contain separatist potenti-
als and do not constitute direct threats 
to the unity of the nation. These aspects 
do not incite for political action. Not 
withstanding the new opportunities for 
the organi sation and articulation of eth-
no-specific demands and interests, the 
Roma do not have strong political par-
ties or commonly accepted spokesmen 
which could influence Bulgaria’s minori-
ty policy on the national level. The main 
reasons are the group’s heterogeneity, 
poverty, the severe lack of education and 
also a lack of historical experiences con-
cerning political mobilization.

Apart from this, the social environ-
ment of the Roma also has to cope with 
unemployment, low wages and pensions 
and poverty. The governments still have 
to implement a multitude of political, le-
gal and socio-economic reforms. Thus, 
the issues of the country’s minorities are 
one of manifold challenges.

However, the political importance 
of Roma issues rose by the end of the 
1990s. Non-governmental groups contri-
buted to a raising awareness of interna-
tional organisations. NGOs and human 
rights activists document cases of ethnic 
discrimination as well as the dimensions 
of the Roma’s marginality and criticize 
the lack of a comprehensive Roma po-
licy. Thus, in 1998 the improvement of 
this ethnic group’s living conditions be-
came a priority of the accession partner-
ships between Bulgaria and the Europe-
an Union. More international criticism 

could have endangered the prospect of 
Bulgarià s European integration efforts. 
It is also because of the commitment 
of Roma-activists for the promotion of 
ethno-specific characteristics and for 
an active political participation that the 
governments could not simply keep on 
ignoring the existence and the problems 
of this minority.

Ivan Kostov’s UDF-government 
which had come to power in April 1997 
was the first cabinet that declared the in-
tegration of minorities a political priori-
ty. Nevertheless, state policies on Roma 
remained inadequate. Thus, in 1998 the 
Roma-NGO “Human Rights Project” 
from Sofia together with two other Ro-
ma-organisations and some independent 
experts on minorities made a first at-
tempt to develop priorities for the future 
Roma policy.

In spring 1998, the specialists issued a 
draft programme “for an equal partici-
pation of Roma in the social life of Bul-
garia”. It recognises the Roma as a disa-
dvantaged ethnic group and emphasizes 
that discrimination in many spheres of 
life is the main reason for their margina-
lity. Therefore, it determines the combat 
of discrimination as the priority of the 
Bulgarian policy towards Roma and pro-
vides for the establishment of a specific 
state body for the examination and pu-
nishment of unequal treatment on a legal 
basis. In view of the existence of unpu-
nished police misconduct towards Roma 
it plans the establishment of special 
commissions for the combat of ethnical-
ly motivated police offences. Furthermo-
re the draft proposes general directions 
that shall promote an equal access to im-
portant social and economic resources. 
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Thus, the desegregation of education, the 
implementation of measures for profes-
sional qualification and the legalisation 
of illegally built Roma neighbourhoods 
are guiding principles of the draft for the 
future Roma-policy.

After discussions with Roma-acti-
vists and “ordinary” members of the 
ethnic group throughout the country, 
more than seventy Roma organisations 
declared their support for the draft and 
the strategy was no longer a document 
prepared by experts for the Roma. The 
consensus that had been reached bridged 
the minority’s cultural and socio-eco-
nomic heterogeneity (which represents 
an important obstacle concerning their 
effective political and social participati-
on). The draft was presented to the go-
vernment in October 1998 at a national 
Round Table. Members of supranational 

organisations and international NGOs, 
which had been mobilized by the initia-
tors of the programme, were also present 
and supported the document.

The agreement which was signed by 
the Deputy Prime Minister and Roma 
activists obliged the government to ne-
gotiate with them in order to produce a 
final version of the programme.

In the course of the negotiations bet-
ween a group of Roma representatives 
and the government on the concepts of 
the future policy the Roma had to deal 
with serious setbacks. According to 
Rumyan Russinov, who led the group 
of  Roma  negotiators  as  programme-
director of the Roma-NGO “Human 
Rights Project”, state officials denied the 
existence of discrimination and the fact 
that Bulgaria represents a multi-ethnic 

state, provoked disagreements between 
the Roma working group and refused 
to commit to concrete actions. The go-
vernment even tried to isolate the Roma 
activists from the process of policy ma-
king by elaborating its own programme 
with foreign experts from the Council of 
Europe. In March 1999 all Roma-organi-
sations which supported the draft of the 
NGO-activists held a new meeting and 
declared their non-acceptance of the ex-
clusion of this document from the politi-
cal decision-making process.

Since the disagreements between the 
Roma activists and the government were 
published by the media and since the 
awareness of international organisations 
had been raised it became impossible for 
the state officials to pretend that they re-
ached a consensus. On April 7, 1999 an 
agreement was signed by the Roma or-

ganisations and the Council of Ministers 
through which the government agreed to 
approve the initial draft document after 
some modifications by a joint commis-
sion. On April 22 the government appro-
ved the final version of the document, the 
“Framework Programme for an Equal 
Integration of Roma in the Bulgarian So-
ciety”.

The Framework Programme repre-
sents the first political document that has 
been elaborated on the initiative of Roma 
and with their direct participation. It 
provides for long term problem-solving 
strategies. The period for the elaboration 
and implementation of concrete projects 
on the basis of the programmatic princip-
les is scheduled for ten years. With the 
approval of the Programme the govern-
ment formally recognizes the Roma as a 

discriminated ethnic group and commits 
itself to abolish inequality. This implies 
that the government for the first time 
ever officially turns from the traditional 
consideration of Roma issues as mere so-
cial problems. With its decision of April 
1999 the Council of Ministers agreed to 
adopt legal and institutional measures 
for the fight against discrimination (e.g. 
law on discrimination, specialized state 
body, antidiscrimination clauses) as a ba-
sis of the promotion of an equal access to 
all spheres of social life. Apart from this, 
the Framework Programme plans the 
institutionalized participation of Roma 
representatives in the process of its im-
plementation.

The political directions stipulated by 
the Framework Programme did not only 
meet the approval of Bulgarian experts 
on minorities. The document was also 

welcomed by the international commu-
nity, e.g. by the European Commission 
against Racism and Intolerance and the 
European Union, as a basis for a long 
term improvement of the Roma’s living 
conditions. It was praised as a symbol 
of the Bulgarian government’s political 
will to find effective problem-solving 
strategies for the benefit of this minority. 
Thus, Kostov’s cabinet derived an impor-
tant political benefit from the Framework 
Programme.

Not withstanding the international 
approval, the anti-discrimination provi-
sions of the draft programme have been 
weakened by the modifications of April 
1999. The Framework Programme does 
not provide for the establishment of a 
special body treating complaints against 
police misconduct and it does not con-
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tain concrete guiding principles for the 
protection against racially motivated vi-
olence exerted by state officials.

Furthermore, the Framework Pro-
gramme does not contain an action plan 
with concrete descriptions of projects, 
deadlines, durations, responsibilities 
and informations concerning the amount 
and the sources of the personal and fi-
nancial resources which are needed for 
the implementation. Besides, there are 
no mechanisms for the evaluation of the 
implementation process. The document 
does not have a legal status and therefore 
its implementation is not legally binding. 
Consequently the government is not sub-
ject to concrete political duties and re-
sponsibilities.

Although the implementation of the 
document represented a medium term 
priority of the EU-accession partnership 
of 1999, neither the law on discrimina-
tion, which should have been elaborated 
within one year after the adoption of the 
programme, nor an institutional mecha-
nism for its implementation had been 
enforced until the end of 2002. No action 
plan existed and no special governmental 
activities for the realisation of the Frame-
work Programme’s guiding directions 
had been implemented (schüleR 2005, 
pp. 84-106).

For its part, the Council of Ministers 
made the lack of financial resources a 
pretext for its inactivity but in fact many 
programmatic goals (e.g. bringing for-
ward amendments to the penal code) did 
not depend on significant funding. With 
the extensive presentation of the Frame-
work Programme on the international 
level, the implementation of small, frag-
mentary projects and empty promises 
concerning the accomplishment of the 
programmatic goals the cabinets only 
implemented a symbolic Roma policy. 
First and foremost it focused on the crea-
tion of a positive image abroad.

In view of Bulgaria’s aspirations to en-
ter the European Union the governments 
mainly reacted upon the criticism of in-
ternational organisations. As a matter of 
fact, the EU with its abilities to monitor 
Bulgaria’s minority policy and to exert 
political pressure concerning the Roma’s 
integration played an important role in 
the realisation of the political directions. 
Nevertheless, the Commission’s Regular 
Reports on the accession preparations 
of the country were marked by a lack 
of detailed statements regarding the im-
plementation process of the Framework 

Programme and the government’s Roma 
policy. The Regular Report of 1999 does 
not contain a differentiated evaluation 
of the programme’s contents. The report 
of the following year mentions that the 
cabinet has the political will to improve 
the living conditions of the Roma popu-
lation. It registers “some progress” con-
cerning the implementation of the pro-
gramme but superficially states that “on 
the whole” the implementation progres-
sed “rather slowly”. Although the report 
of 2001 contains concrete infor mation 
about the problems Roma have to cope 
with in several social spheres it simply 
states that the implementation progress 
is “very limited” without providing fur-
ther details. Besides, it does not demand 

concrete action for the im plementation 
of the programme’s goals, such as the 
elaboration of an action plan (schüleR  
2005, pp. 107/108).

Considering the fact that the imple-
mentation of the document represented 
a priority of the accession partnership, 
a detailed and critical monitoring of 
Bulgaria’s Roma policy, the classification 
of the Programme as the yardstick for the 
monitoring process and the consequent 
demand of the elaboration of an action 
plan by the EU could have been impor-
tant incentives for political activism.

Being confronted with the reproach of 
a wilful delay of the programme’s accom-
plishment the government often pointed 
to the appointment of Roma experts in 
state institutions on the central and local 
level. Members of this minority were re-
ally employed as experts on Roma issues 
in ministries, in the Council on Ethnic 

and Demographic Issues (until 2005 the 
only state body dealing with minorities) 
and as local experts within districts and 
communities. However, there was no 
legal basis which defined their compe-
tences. In fact they acted as administra-
tive consultants, as mediators between 
local Roma communities and authorities, 
they provided information about Roma 
issues and coordinated local projects. 
The experts were not entitled to require 
the implementation of the Framework 
Programme or to influence the policy-
making process by taking own, binding 
decisions. Their abilities for action were 
dependent on the administrations̀  will to 
cooperate. Besides, the experts were ap-
pointed and paid by local governors. As 

a result of their “political” appointment, 
their independence was questionable. In 
fact, the nomination of the Roma experts 
represented a formal element of a sym-
bolic Roma policy (schüleR 2005, pp. 
102-104).

Another reason for the delayed imple-
mentation of the Framework Programme 
was the limited scope for action of the 
Council on Ethnic and Demographic Is-
sues, the state body which was respon-
sible for the coordination of the imple-
mentation activities. The Council did not 
have the status of a ministry. The institu-
tion and its local branches were neither 
entitled to give legally binding instruc-
tions concerning the elaboration, im-
plementation and evaluation of concrete 
Roma projects nor to demand the politi-
cal implementation of the programme. 
The improvement of the Council’s ad-
ministrative capacities also represented 
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a political priority of the EU-accession 
partnership.

The government Sakskoburggotski 
which had gained the political power in 
2001 elaborated a new programme for 
the minorities which did not specifically 
focus on the Roma. In October 2001 it 
issued its government programme “Peo-
ple are the Wealth of Bulgaria” which 
contains the special section “Integration 
of Minorities”. The section aims at the 
protection and the promotion of ethnic 
identities and condemns the lack of an 
anti-discrimination legislation. Besides, 
the section stresses the insufficient com-
petences of the National Council on Eth-
nic and Demographic Issues. The elabo-
ration of an anti-discrimination law, the 

creation of a political, socio-economic 
and cultural basis for the integration of 
the country’s minorities and the super-
vision of the Framework Programme’s 
realization represent important political 
priorities of Sakskoburggotski’s pro-
gramme.

However, the contents stipulated in 
the section on minorities do not give con-
crete information about the relationship 
between this document and the Frame-
work Programme. On the one hand the 
section criticizes the lack of concrete me-
chanisms for the implementation of the 
Roma-strategy and the delay concerning 
its accomplishment and provides for the 
supervision of its implementation.

This implies that the cabinet consi-
dered the realization of the strategy a 
political aim. On the other hand it does 
not contain specifications concerning the 
institutional mechanisms which are nee-

ded for the implementation and concer-
ning the institution that should monitor 
and control the accomplishment. Indeed, 
the section “Integration of Minorities” 
states that the National Council on Eth-
nic and Demographic Issues is charged 
with solving questions concerning the re-
alization of the Framework Programme’s 
guiding principles. It also points at the 
fact that the institution does not dispose 
of the competences and administrative 
capacities for the fulfilment of this task. 
Yet, the section does not provide any de-
tails with regard to concrete powers the 
Council should be supplied with.

Apart from the guiding-principle of 
the elaboration of a law against discrimi-
nation Sakskoburggotski’s programme 

does not refer to the directions of the 
Framework Programme which provide 
for the creation of an equal access to 
different resources and spheres of life. 
Furthermore it does not foresee the de-
velopment of an action plan for its imple-
mentation. Apart from this, the section 
“Integration of Minorities” does not fix 
any political duties for the elaboration of 
a comprehensive Roma policy (schüleR 
2005, pp. 108-116).

Policy (2003- 2005), problem-
solving strategies and development 
perspectives
There are no short-termed solutions for 
breaking the vicious circle of poverty 
large segments of the Roma population 
are trapped in. The most important pre-
condition for the achievement of this 
goal is the development of a long-termed 
state policy for the improvement of the 

Roma’s access to development oppor-
tunities in the spheres of education and 
employment as well as for the combat of 
discrimination.

Especially the equalization of educa-
tional opportunities by means of inte-
grated education (also at the pre-school 
level) and the abolishment of the segre-
gated “Roma-schools” play a key role for 
a successful integration. All measures 
implemented in this sphere (e.g. forms 
of material support for the poorest Ro-
ma-families, the introduction of school-
mediators, the participation of the pa-
rents in activities inside and outside their 
children’s schools, the improvement of 
the integrated schools̀  infrastructure, 
the elaboration of teaching manuals, the 
establishment of a monitoring system re-
garding the children’s learning process 
etc.) should relate to this long-term ob-
jective. The practice of sending normally 
developed children to special institutions 
for disabled pupils due to social or lingu-
istic difficulties must be stopped as soon 
as possible.

The Roma’s equal access to integrated 
education is the conditio sine qua non for 
the improvement of their employment 
perspectives as well as for their success-
ful mobilization and political and social 
participation. In this regard, it is also an 
important precondition for the preven-
tion of the manipulation of the Roma’s 
voting behaviour by unscrupulous and 
opportunistic mainstream politicians 
and parties.

Education will enable the Roma to 
participate more actively in combating 
the specific problems of large segments 
of this ethnic group.

In the sphere of employment, the 
state’s policy has to focus on adult ed-
ucation and the improvement of profes-
sional skills, on public works projects 
and the strengthening of the incentives 
to hire Roma and to seek employment. 
Besides, the government and NGOs have 
to raise the Roma’s awareness regarding 
the importance and the benefits of educa-
tion and employment by means of public 
campaigns and mediators.

For the combat of discrimination, a 
comprehensive anti-discrimination legis-
lation with a specific executive body is 
an important measure but cannot be the 
only one for the promotion of tolerance. 
With the help of public information cam-
paigns, the media and schools, people 
should be informed about human rights 
and about the historical and cultural cha-
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racteristics and the specific problems of 
minorities. It should be emphasized that 
the Roma’s multidimensional margina-
lity is a “time bomb” which comprises 
a financial burden for the state budget 
and contains potentials for social unrests 
and interethnic tensions. Furthermore it 
should be explained that the integration 
of the Roma is in the interest of society 
as a whole because it can foster
• a declining crime rate
• a financial “recovery” of the social 

security system
• consumption
• the creation of employment opportuni-

ties by Roma
• and the improvement of the interethnic 

relations.
Tolerance vis-à-vis the Roma and re-
spect for human rights should especially 
be promoted in law enforcement institu-
tions.

Transparency concerning the manage-
ment of resources, sustainability and the 
participation of the target groups in all 
phases of Roma-related projects should 
be premises of all policies regarding the 
ethnic group. Cooperation between the 
target groups, the local and national go-
vernments and the donors regarding the 
design, the implementation, the evaluati-
on and the financing of the projects is a 
further prerequisite of a successful Ro-
ma-policy. In this regard it is important 
to improve the impact of the Roma on 
decision-making especially at the local 
administrative level. 

Further important preconditions for 
the improvement of the Roma minority’s 
situation are economic recovery, better 
employment opportunities, the consoli-
dation of the state budget not only at the 
national but also at the local level and re-
forms within the social security system 
which focus on a better inclusion of vul-
nerable social groups.

 Indeed the Bulgarian governments 
implemented some important reforms:
• An action plan for the implementation 

of the Framework Programme (Octo-
ber 2003) which covers the period bet-
ween 2003 and 2004 with descriptions 
of projects, responsibilities and infor-
mations concerning the resources.

• A comprehensive anti-discrimination 
law with a specific executive body.

• A ministerial strategy for the educatio-
nal integration of the ethnic minorities 
with an action plan ( 2004-2009). It 
contains descriptions of projects, du-
rations, responsibilities and informa-

tions concerning the amount and the 
sources of the necessary resources.

• The transformation of the National 
Council on Ethnic and Demographic 
Issues and the estab lishment of the 
governmental directorate “Ethnic and 
Demographic Issues” with more op-
portunities to influence Roma-related 
policies.

• The establishment of a fund for the fi-
nancial support of projects related to 
educational desegregation.

• The introduction of the international 
Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015 
and the development of an action plan 
(schüleR 2006, pp. 10 -20).

All these normative and institutional ini-
tiatives contain many laudable measures 
for the improvement of the Roma’s living 
conditions which also relate to the objec-
tives mentioned above. Not withstanding 
these efforts which have partly shown 
positive results, the Bulgarian state still 
does not implement a comprehensive 
national policy for the promotion of this 
minority’s equal access to development 
opportunities in the spheres of education 
and employment and for the combat of 
discrimination. In its report for 2004, the 
Bulgarian Helsinki Committee states:

“As in previous years, there was prac
tically a lack of any state policy aimed at 
Roma integration” (BulgaRian helsinki 
committee 2005, p. 16).

Many important measures have been 
postponed at the political level for quite 
a long time. Meanwhile the living con-
ditions of large segments of the Roma 
population have constantly deteriorated. 
It remains to be seen whether Bulgaria’s 
recent measures concerning the Roma 
minority are a real basis for a long-ter-
med integration.

Lately, violent clashes between Roma 
and ethnic Bulgarians which are provo-
ked by consequences of poverty, exclu-
sion and prejudices have increased. As 
a result of the parliamentary elections 
of 2005, the ultra-nationalist movement 
“Ataka” (attac) with its leader Volen 
Siderov managed to enter the Na tional 
Assembly with more than 8 % of the 
vote and 21 mandates. The movement 
had been found only a month before the 
elections. Its main slogan was “Bulga-
ria for the Bulgarians!”. In its election 
campaign it evoked images of “Gypsy-
criminality”, Turkish threats and Jewish 
conspiracies.

The “surprise” happened in a post-
socialist country in which nationalist 

parties have never been popular enough 
to enter the National Assembly and in 
which the majority population’s culture 
of tolerance concerning ethnic minori-
ties has often been emphasized by the 
political and intellectual elites.

Not withstanding the political future 
of “Ataka”, it becomes clear that political 
and socio-economic transformation pro-
cesses which go along with
• material insecurities
• changes of values and conditions of 

life
• a growing social inequality
• the overlap of social and ethnic cleava-

ges
• and real or perceived threats concer-

ning the interests and claims of indivi-
duals/groups

are preconditions for the rising impor-
tance of ethnic stereotypes and preju-
dices for inter-group relations, for the 
identifcation of scapegoats and for the 
develop ment of different forms of discri-
mination vis-à-vis weaker groups. The 
worst-case scenario can be the establish-
ment of authoritarian regimes.

There is no alternative to the Roma’s 
integration not only in Bulgaria but also 
in many other European countries where 
the situation is similar. Evidently a com-
prehensive, long-termed integration po-
licy is expensive. However, the costs of 
the political, economic and social conse-
quences of this ethnic group’s exclusion 
are much higher.
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Dernières informations concernant l’aveugle et 
l’éléphant? – Quels sont les acquis les plus récents de 
la recherche sur la gentrification?
Depuis plus de quarante ans, le concept de gentrification est 
opérationnel dans la recherche et la pratique de l’aménagement 
urbain planifié. La discussion soulevée par ce terme comprend 
un grand nombre de questions et suscite des opinions diver-
gentes. A cela vient s’ajouter que la réalité et la recherche sci-
entifique sont sujettes à des cycles conjoncturels. Par suite de sa 
complexité théorique et empirique, le concept de gentrification 
est considéré comme  «chaotique». Cet article a pour but de 
donner un aperçu sur l’état actuel de la recherche en gentrifi-
cation et de soumettre à la discussion les derniers résultats, à 
partir des différentes définitions qui sont données de la gen-
trification, de son histoire, des modalités de la recherche, de 
l’ampleur du phénomène, des acteurs impliqués, des modèles 
explicatifs, des modèles de type évolutif et des différentes ap-
préciations qui sont portées sur ce phénomène.   

Le résultat le plus appréciable de cette étude est que le con-
cept de gentrification qui servait au départ pour revitaliser les 
quartiers des centres villes est devenu de nos jours un élément 
reconnu de la stratégie pour l’aménagement de l’espace qui 
n’est pas limité aux villes mais s’étend de nos jours aux zones 
rurales. Cette histoire de succès de la gentrification a connu 
à ce jour trois grandes vagues de diffusion. Son résultat est 
l’extension presque mondiale de ce phénomène. Le dernier 
cycle conjoncturel que nous enregistrons a commencé au mi-
lieu des années 1990 avec en particulier la gentrification des 
grandes villes dans les anciens Etats du bloc de l’Est et cer-
taines grandes agglomérations du tiers monde. Alors que l’on 
croyait au départ pouvoir expliquer ce phénomène avec une 
théorie unique et universelle, la gentrification a échappé à toute 
définition par sa complexité, sa détermination historique, son 
autoréférence et sa dynamique propre. La gentrification ne ré-
pond pas à des lois générales ni à des causes simples. Il s’agit 
d’un processus d’évolution sociale qui se reproduit et se modi-
fie constamment sur des bases locales. Tout particulièrement 
les promoteurs, les politiques et les planificateurs ont appris 
comment la mise en valeur de certains quartiers habités peut 
être initiée et encouragée. Mais «les défenseurs des victimes 
en puissance» savent eux aussi identifier les signes d’une mise 
en valeur «imminente» et d’une exclusion et sont désormais en 

mesure de résister. Les évolutions historiques spécifiques ont 
pour résultat une forte différenciation des modèles de gentrifi-
cation. Les conséquences et les nécessités pour la recherche de 
gentrification peuvent être résumées ainsi:   
•  une plus grande ouverture conceptuelle, du fait que par 

ses quatre dimensions principales et par sa diffusion dans 
l’espace, la gentrification est très variable; 

•  une plus grande importance pour les analyses de cas dé-
taillées mais aussi des comparaisons du phénomène de gen-
trification dans les différentes villes et les différents quar-
tiers pour pouvoir dégager certains types;

•  une analyse locale plus fine des politiques locales de gentrifi-
cation et des arguments en faveur de cette évolution;  

•  une approche et un bilan comparatifs des méthodes d’analyse 
de la gentrification. 

évolution urbaine, évolution des quartiers, gentrification, réur
banisation, mise en valeur, quartiers d’habitation

annegRet haase, sigRun kaBisch et annett steinfühReR 
Essor de l’intérieur des villes en Europe?
La réurbanisation dans le cadre des mutations démo-
graphiques – Etude comparative internationale 
L’étude porte sur la signification, l’évolution et les ressources 
de la réurbanisation des quartiers urbains dans diverses villes 
européennes. Pour les auteurs, la réurbanisation est un proces-
sus de stabilisation de l’intérieur des villes pendant lequel la 
population résidente se maintient alors que de nouveaux ve-
nus arrivent, qui ont opté consciemment et de manière expli-
cite pour une vie dans la ville. Le concept de réurbanisation 
tel qu’il est présenté dans cet article repose essentiellement, du 
point de vue qualitatif, sur la mutation démographique envisa-
gée au niveau des ménages. Les différents types de ménages 
qui gagnent en importance dans le cadre de la deuxième vague 
de transformations démographiques, à savoir les célibataires, 
les jeunes couples sans enfant, les communautés de locataires, 
les familles monoparentales, jouent à cet égard un rôle parti-
culier. Par son offre en structures d’habitat et de conviviali-
té, l’intérieur de la ville correspond dans une large mesure à 
la demande de ces ménages et dispose des moyens propres à 
donner à ces catégories un habitat durable. Au delà des con-
ditions institutionnelles générales variables à l’échelon natio-
nal et des particularités locales, cette évolution est nette dans 
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