4
2

Experiences in Roma district

Introduction

For my biology study I did a practical for WECF (Women in Europe for a Common future) in the Romanian village Garla Mare. WECF carried there out the pilot project ‘Safe drinking water- a catalyst for citizens participation’ in cooperation with Medium et Sanitas, a NGO from Bucharest. The drinking water in the wells is polluted with nitrate, bacteria and pesticides by the pit latrines and agriculture. The project proposed safe sanitation (ecosan toilets) and provided safe drinking water for the most vulnerable groups by installing water filters.

As the whole village should participate, a village committee was set up, were all layers of the society would participate. For several reasons it didn’t succeeded. To be able to continue works in the village when the project ended, a women’s NGO is being set up.

The village has 3500 inhabitants, of which 25% are Roma. There is no central drinking water supply, people get their water mostly from wells. For sanitation pit latrines are used. There are schools for classes 1-4 and 5-8, a kindergarten and a dispensary.

The main problems in the village are unemployment, hygiene, health and economic situation. 

Danger warnings

As WECF proposed me, I intended to stay half of my stay with Romanians and half of my stay with Roma’s. My Romanian friends didn’t appreciate this plan. I got a lot of astonished reactions and warnings that I shouldn’t stay with Gypsies, for the most diverse range of reasons. (Gypsies will poison me, their dogs will eat me, they will eat me, I will not get enough to eat, they have all kind of illnesses which they will pass on to me, my stuff will be stolen, I will get raped, I will freeze to death, they don’t have place, and they will behave badly and impolite with me. Anyway they are dirty and get to many children so eventually there will be only gypsies left. Some are criminal because they are so rich, others are stupid and not human because they are so poor). Even their leader, recommended me not to stay with them, after thinking about it. He didn’t trust anyone. I got very few positive comments. 

Because I insisted, my Romanian guest mother contacted a family who had a child in her class and she considered good people. I could stay with them.

None of the warnings became reality. The family were I stayed, slaughtered one of their five gooses for my welcome, and a lot of people came to visit us to meet me (unfortunately I was often away so it took a while until I knew all their friends). 

Material situation

The contradictions in living standard are extreme in the Roma community. The richest and poorest people in Garla Mare are Roma. I visited a family that lived with 12 people in one room. The children and young mother (19) looked neglected and malnourished. The young mother had no milk to feed her two weeks old baby and no money to pay the bus to the hospital in the city when her baby was ill. 

Other families were very rich. After the revolution (1989) a lot of families went to Western Europe to make money. The rich people, from whom I know it, got rich by breaking into houses or doing other criminal things in Germany. Others worked in the black sector, and almost all women and children begged. A lot of them were deported back to Romania. Now some of them have big houses and drive around in Mercedes. But still now, according to some, more than half of the Garlian Roma live in Belgium and France. Often they live under bad conditions (in caravans as I saw on a picture), the women and children begging and men working. But they make more money than at home and even have money left to send money and goods back home. 

Some Roma have a small business, for example a shop or a business in shoes. In the summer they are hired to work on the land of Romanians. For Roma it is even harder than for Romanians to get a regular job, partly because they are less educated, partly because they are considered dishonest and so forth.

My guest family wasn’t extremely poor but neither rich. Like most families they got financial and material support from their relatives in Belgium and France. They got one million Lei (=25,- €) a month social help and sometimes child benefit from the mayor. If they had money, especially the mother wanted to spend it immediately. If they had coffee or other wanted goods they shared it with the neighbours. On other days was only very little to eat.

My family had two rooms, the one were I slept was only used in summer and as storage. There was no heating possible but due to my warm sleeping bag I didn’t freeze. The family sleeps in one room with fire heating, which is also used as living room. Meals are prepared in the corridor. 

The meals were simple but tasted good. Mostly it was soup with self baked bread. In the soup was some meat, or sometimes meat or cheese was separate. The special luxurious meals were mamaliga (=cooked corn, polenta) with cheese, cream and meat. Often they had fermented cabbage as salad. 

They had a pig, which was slaughtered at Christmas, 4 geese (left after I came) and 2 or 3 dogs. The dogs of the Roma’s can walk freely through the village, and may be at night scary. If you know them, they are mostly nice and loyal company. They are kept against burglars. Even most of the very poor families have a pig, it is a tradition. But a pig eats more than it costs in terms of produced meat, it eats good corn and other human food. 

Religion

Within the Roma community exist four different religions, as the Romanians are all Orthodox. My family were Jehovah’s Witness. Due to their religion they had a high sense of morality and a lot in common with activists and idealists. Violence is not practiced, and human warmth is very present. Guests are always welcome, water can always be added to the soup! They learned from their religious magazines about e.g. hygiene and how not to spoil food. They had a high level of communication, people listened to one another, one person who standing above another is not appreciated because all humans are equal. Money makes one not happy. They were aware about the environmental problems, the dictatorship of Bush and his unjust wars for oil and the evilness of money and capitalism! 

The points on which we disagreed were the way to change the world, according to the Jehovah’s Witnesses only by preaching people can be saved, and not through actions. The equality of man and women, (they stated man and woman should respect one another but the man is in the end the decision maker and the woman should obey him) and the evolution theory. They respect what we do, but warned me I should take care with whom we collaborate, otherwise it will end in a disappointment.

Community

Roma are definitely different from Romanians. They speak a different language and their way of thinking, behaving towards each other and towards strangers is different. Romanians appear more hospitable. Roma on one hand undisguised curious, and on the other hand more ‘normal and western’. A Romanian would never make fun of a foreign stranger, but it happened to me several times young Roma people joked about/with me on the street. The language spoken by the Roma in Garla Mare is not the ‘original’ Roma language, it is a dialect in which a lot of Romanian words are mixed. 

I find it almost impossible to say something general about the Roma community, because it is so diverse. It is said that the Roma community is very united. But in practice I don’t see rich families helping poor families. I heard that the rich families are spoiled by their money and materialism. I observed strong tights between family and friends, but the social distances within the community seemed too big to overcome.

In Garla Mare exist two places were only Roma live, the biggest in the northwest and the other in the southeast. I lived in the northwest. I had little opportunity to meet Roma from the other district. In the southeast the houses looked more Romanian standard, nor extremely poor nor extremely rich. Throughout the village also live Roma because they bought the houses from Romanians, they didn’t wanted to live in the ‘ghetto’, or there was no more place left in their own square. 

Roma’s marry at very young age, from 15 or 16 onwards and they may have several children at the age of 18 or 19. They tend to have a lot of children. Gender equality is little developed. It is socially more or less accepted when a man hits his wife. Usually men don’t help with the household, which is not masculine. In the evenings young people meet on the street, than boys and girls can be together. During daytime contact is very restricted. We sometimes had a little party, and only girls came to our house to dance. Men went to another place. The young (married) man used to go to the bars in the evening, sometimes joined by Romanian girls. But for the rest Roma and Romanian bars are separated. As soon as the boys knew me, they behaved very polite with me and brought me home in the evening. They used to behave like a kind of gang, the boys from the southeast still do.

If something is stolen from a Romanian, Roma will be accused to be guilty. Also within the Roma square animals, cloth and wood for heating are stolen. I met both Roma and Romanians who stated they don’t grow crops in their garden because it will be stolen anyway. 

Good old time

My family told me that about 20 years ago it was not possible for Romanians or other strangers to enter the Gypsy district, they would be beaten and stoned! At that time the community would have been more united, all were equal.

Under Ceaucescu (material) living conditions were better for both Romanians and Roma in Garla Mare.. Ceaucescu had an active integration policy towards Roma; a forced settlement, but there was offered something in return. Roma had the same possibilities than Romanians, they were found in high positions and had the possibility to enjoy education. Discrimination was less than today. They were more equal to the Romanians. Everybody had a job. The Roma’s worked in summer together on fields and sometimes stayed a few nights with the whole community at the working place in camps. My Roma guest mother told me it was very much enjoyed, in the evenings there was time for distraction. 

Ideas for development

If poor families are asked how they could be helped, their only idea is to give them money and materials. I can imagine that, they have to survive from day to day and every Leu helps. Especially women from extremely poor families look exhausted and don’t have energy left to improve their situation on the longer term. They are busy with surviving from day to day and lack means to feel well and healthy. 

The Roma leaders proposed to install a canteen. The people themselves could grow the food on a common piece of land. This sounds as a very good solution, as malnutrition is a problem. I know too little about the community to tell if it will work and how. There must be a strong sense of community, and people must realize that the work carried out now will bring benefits for later. There would be needed intensive independent support from outside.

The school gives special attention to Roma children. Roma children learn at home a different language and often don’t participate in kindergarten. They often lag behind from the first class on because they don’t know Romanian. More often than Romanians, Roma children miss school because bad weather, a cold or family circumstances. Their mothers don’t see the need as urgent as Romanians to send the children to school. Teachers have a special program for Roma children after school time, on voluntary basis from both sides.

Before starting a project much more information should be obtained about this community. How can you bring them together, should you let participate all, what to do with women? Great care should be taken not to worsen or create conflicts both between Roma and Romanians and within the Roma community. If there will be worked only with Roma, Romanians will get even more jealous because the Roma get help, and not they. Within the Roma community can appear tensions when some families get more benefits than others, or even between the two Roma quarters. Great care should be taken in working with women. We want them to have a voice, but traditional they don’t take part much in public decision-making. If we want to work with them, their husbands may get angry and hit them.

It is apparent that these people need help, the most miserable conditions are found among the Roma. But because of the unknown and probably delicate situation one must be very careful.

Romanians

I lived with a middle-aged couple, their two children are studying in the city. They received me very warm, with the famous ‘Romanian hospitality’. I was Angela’s new daughter and she told the whole village about me. The harmony in the family was not that good, as far as I could see with my western norms. Between non-related families I noticed little friendships but sometimes more envy. The young men had very close friends, they hang on the street and in the bar. Girls don’t go to bars, when I was there the older men got angry on me and the young boys who invited me because it is a shame for me to be in a bar with boys.

Because I also had to work with the woman I stayed it was sometimes difficult to stand being all the time with her. For  the future, it makes life more easy for students to live with a family which is not involved in the project. This way also other people will get involved and benefit.

I noticed a lot of gossip and quarrelling between Romanians. This may be also the case in the Roma community and I may not have noticed it as I don’t understand their language and I lived at an exceptional civilized family. It took some time before I heard all the details about the Romanian gossip. The school was divided due to the project, and several teachers didn’t speak to the NGO worker. On the reasons for this I heard three totally different versions. I noticed that people quarrel, but not really discuss and search for consensus or solutions. Communication skills still have to be developed more.

The meals were mostly good and quite fatty. We had a lot of meat, soup with bread, sometimes cooked fatty cabbage, cheese, canned sour vegetables and of course home made wine. During fast we eat white beans and fish from the Danube. I missed fresh and cooked or baked vegetables.

As comes out of the reactions to my plan to stay with the Roma, Romanians distrust Roma people. Most of it is based on not knowing them and prejudices. They disdain the poor Roma’s for their poverty and accompanying lack of hygiene. They envy the rich Roma because it is not fair and they are dishonest. Because Roma get more children than Romanians do, they slowly take over the village. They buy Romanian houses and live more and more in Romanian quarters. This is felt as an invasion. 

Of course Romanians differ individually in their judgement of Roma. Some don’t even consider them as humans, other just consider them as quite ok. As far as I know there is one Romanian girl married to a Roma and they live in their quarter. Her mother is very proud about her. Rumours go that some Romanian girls have affairs with Roma boys and sometimes I saw them together on the street at night, this is considered as a big scandal

The general Roma question is very contradictional and I will not go into that. All in all a lot of development has to take place before both ethnic groups will accept and respect each other and eventually integrate in an acceptable way.

