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Roma Youth Organizations “Walk with us- Phiren Amenca”
Romska organizacija mladih ,,Koračajte sa nama- Phiren Amenca”

Adresa/ Adress: Ulica Zmaj Jovina, zgrada pravosuđa, ulaz II, stan br. 14 
    Street Zmaj Jovina, justice building, entry II, no apartment 14 
    81 000 
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Website: www.phirenamenca.me 
    www.romanet.me

Social networks: Facebook @phirenamenca.me 
 @romanetportal

                                 Instagram @nvo_phiren_amenca 
 @romanet_portal

This case study is a product of the “Learn My Name” project,  
supported by the Institute for Statelessness and Inclusion (ISI) from the  
Netherlands under the COVID-19 Emergency Statelessness Fund (CESF).
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“Do as you wish with me. I don’t have 
rights anywhere. Not here, not in Kosovo, 
not in Serbia. Even though I’ve been here 
in Montenegro for 23 years… This is not 
how life should go. I don’t want to be given 
anything, just want to be able to work“.

 Bidaim Husein
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  ABOUT THE PROJECT

The Roma youth organization “Walk with us - Phiren Amenca”, together with 
the Institute for Statelessness and Inclusion, recognized the burden of the pan-
demic that the most forgotten social group in Montenegro - the Roma without a 
regulated legal status, cannot bear. In November, the project “Learn my name” 
was launched with a clear goal in front of it, to discover the extent of the exclu-
sion of people without documentation from the state aid system.
The project is characterized by a strategic approach to the problem, because it 
does not try to repair the consequences, but to recognize continuous mistakes 
in the system of regulating the legal status, which for decades prevent the Roma 
community from solving the basic issue of a dignified life. Legal status is the be-
ginning of a long-term recovery of the Roma community.
In the eight months that the project will last, the legal status of the territory of 
Podgorica will be mapped, the results of which will find their place in this case 
study and short documentary, and all together will represent solid material in ad-
vocacy activities with the Government of Montenegro and the Ministry of Interior.
The innovativeness of this project is reflected in the consortium, ie. cooperation of all 
organizations under the auspices of ISI gathered around the same goal. The consortium 
consists of organizations from different parts of the world, which nevertheless share the 
same or similar destiny. The universality of neglect of people without regulated legal sta-
tus is astonishingly patterned and leaves room for global cooperation and a focused sup-
port system. developed communication and exchange of ideas, activities, procedures, 
successes and failures will lead to a deeper understanding of the global problem.

Statelessness is a suppressed Montenegrin problem, which in the sea of others 
does not come to the surface of priority. The project will not only point to this 
fact, but also to the undoubted connection between citizenship, statelessness 
and antigypsyism, which stands as a brake on all changes for the better Roma 
communities.
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CESF COUNTRY PROJECTS

THEMATIC & GROUP COVERAGE

Right to nationality, 
legal identity and 
documentation

Minority rights, 
racism and 
related discrimination

Gender discrimination

Xenophobia 
and hate speech

Right to healthcare

Livelihoods and other 
socio-economic rights

Freedom of movement, 
liberty and other civil 
& political right

STRATEGIES FOR ENGAGEMENT

Raising awareness on COVID-19 amongst Rohingya refugees.

Community outreach
Publications: COVID-19 Protection monitoring and 
advocacy Rohingya refugees in India

BANGLADESH/MYANMAR/
INDIA/MALAYSIA

Creating a civil society nationality rights network in the context of mass 
nationality deprivation and disenfranchisement in Assam.
Paralegal support; Advocacy for law and policy change
Publications: Marginalised and Impoverished in Assam

INDIA

Empowerment and demonstration of capacities of the stateless 
through supporting stateless entrepreneurs.
Advocacy for law and policy change; Paralegal support

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

Setting up a rights advocate system to address 
community exclusion.
Community outreach; Advocacy for law and policy 

BANGLADESH

A help desk for excluded Roma during the pandemic.

Research & Mapping; Community outreach 

NORTH MACEDONIA

Understanding the exclusion of stateless minorities 
in order to provide evidence for reform.
Research and Mapping; Advocacy for inclusion 
of stateless persons in COVID-19 relief efforts, and other services

CENTRAL ASIA (KAZAKHSTAN, KYRGYZSTAN,
TAJIKISTAN, UZBEKISTAN)

Raising awareness on citizenship rights and supporting mental health 
of stateless communities through a dedicated podcast.
Community outreach; Research & Mapping

NEPAL

Providing legal and psychosocial support to minority communities 
who risk further exclusion through a digital ID scheme. 
Paralegal support; Community outreach 

KENYA

Community outreach: awareness raising through interviews, focus groups, podcasts, radio programmes, documentaries etc.
Paralegal support to navigate access to documentation and COVID-19 relief measures. 
Research & mapping stateless communities, human rights abuses, and the impact of COVID-19. 
Advocacy for inclusion of stateless persons in COVID-19 relief efforts, and other services.
Advocacy for law and policy change to address structural discrimination and exclusion.
Emergency humanitarian support as an interim relief measure.

CASE STUDY: 

Gzim Mustafović has been fighting to provide documentation 
for his wife and five children for nearly two decades. Although 
Gzim’s own status is regulated, his children have been denied 
documentation. During the pandemic, he was unable to 
work and did not receive help from the state or humanitarian 
organizations, and struggled to feed his hungry family. Until 
we did, no one had offered him help, and he was unaware of 
how to navigate the labyrinth of legal procedures. 

Our research and constant communication with people 
in extreme need like Gzim and his family give them hope 
that they will finally become visible to the state.

Advocating for evidence-based policy reform to end 
discrimination against Malaysian transnational families.
Advocacy for law and policy change; community outreach 

MALAYSIA

CASE STUDY: 

Gaithiri was trying to return to Malaysia with her 
family to spend time with her unwell father. Her 
spouse and child were denied entry to the country 
during the pandemic. We connected her to a journalist 
and her story was published. Soon after, her family 
was given approval to return to Malaysia. Gaithiri sent 
us a message, “I just wanted to share that I just got 
an email from immigration. My appeal for my spouse 
and daughter is approved! I can’t thank you enough. 
The community built has been an incredible support, 
especially during these unprecedented times”, she 
added. “For mothers like me all we want is to be 
reunited with loved ones, but the system seems 
stacked against us”.

Malaysia’s nationality law is gender discriminatory, impacting nationality rights and free movement of 
families with one Malaysian and one foreign parent. COVID-19 has exacerbated the situation. Foreign 
spouses and children who previously periodically left Malaysia to renew visas, now cannot return. This 
project gathers evidence on bureaucratic inconsistencies and challenges faced by such families to create 
awareness and push for evidence-based policy change. 

1. The persistent CAMPAIGN to bring 
spouses home succeeded and the gov-
ernment allowed spouses to return. Since 
June 2020, hundreds of families have been 
reunited.

2. Spouses and non-citizen children of 
Malaysians are able to submit and re-
new their visas without having to do the 
infamous visa runs during the pandemic. 

100 Malaysian mothers affected by 
gender discriminatory laws connected in 
peer support group.

21,000 spouses supported 
through online platform.

3,500 spouses provided bespoke ad-
vice (entry, quarantine, COVID-19 testing, 
visa application and renewal guidance).

300 spouses connected through 
peer support whatsapp groups.

3. Immigration authorities have made the 
immigration system MORE EFFICIENT 
through digitalisation. Malaysians, their 
spouses and children can now apply via an 
online portal to enter and exit the country.

4. Quarantine fees have been waived 
for spouses entering Sarawak, easing the 
financial burden on these transnational 
families. 

CURRENT PROJECTS
Created by Vectors Point
from the Noun Project

Created by Vectors Point
from the Noun Project

Created by Vectors Point
from the Noun Project

Created by Vectors Point
from the Noun Project
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Storytelling and awareness raising for the Roma community 
through a documentary.
Research & Mapping; Advocacy for inclusion 
of stateless persons in COVID-19 relief efforts, and other services

MONTENEGRO

“ “Mapping people with unregulated documentation in Montenegro 
opens the door to a real solution to the problem. Previously, we relied 
on unreliable and fabricated official data. This mapping will provide 
credible evidence to resolve documentation issues of the Roma and 
Egyptian community, which prevents them living dignified lives.

“ “

ISI and the consortium don’t just work for us, they also work with 
us. Through this collaboration we are able to empower and train 
fellow Rohingya activists to implement our work on behalf of the 
Rohingya community.

Community member, 
Rohingya Human Rights Initiative
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   INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Although we have demanding project activities ahead of 
us, which should be realized in circumstances pressed un-
der the abundance of epidemiological measures, which are 
changing and reminding us of the unusualness of life that 
has befallen us, we can already be grateful for the help pro-
vided by ISI, as well as our reaserchers, who have played a 
crucial part in this project. The research meant to visit ev-
ery Roma and Egyptian family in the territory of Podgori-
ca, talk to  people who have lost faith that the conversation 
can bring some changes in the future. Moreover, they have 
lost faith that life will ever look better and easier.

Podgorica has the largest Roma community in Montene-
gro, and conducting a pilot study to create a database of 
people from the Roma and Egyptian communities who do 
not have a regulated legal status is an important correc-
tion of existing state data. At the same time, this research 
is the initial step for all the next ones, which should follow, 
in order to get a real picture of the level of regulation of 
this issue at the level of the entire country. These efforts 
should come from both the national and local levels. It is in 
the interest of the state that all citizens be active contribu-
tors to development, and it is necessary to include all stra-
ta of society in the waters of education and employment.

We firmly believe that the results of this research, as well 
as this case study, will warn the top Montenegrin author-
ities to address the issue of the legal status of the Roma 
and Egyptian communities more seriously than ever be-
fore. We also warn that the state of Montenegro has signed 
pledges, committing itself to the international community 
to contribute to the resolution of statelessness.

 

 Phiren Amenca’s team
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   BALKAN STATELESSNESS

The Balkans have been pulling various loose ends  since the break-up of Yugoslavia, and one 
of it, very much felt by those living those consequences, is decades of statelessness. There 
were several old Yugoslavias, and within each of them Roma often moved, so they were not 
in the registers or records of residence. By splitting these Yugoslavias, many Roma lost real 
ties with the state in which they lived and re-experienced the need to prove belonging to a 
national territory. Especially in all the war conflicts in this part of the Balkans, Roma suf-
fered collateral damage. In fleeing the blade of war, they lost their homes and citizenship. 
Roma would either be internally displaced or leave the country as refugees.

The armed conflicts in Kosovo in 1999 can be taken as an example, when more than 100,000 
Egyptians, Roma and Ashkali fled to neighboring countries or further parts of Europe. Half 
of them succeeded the european dream, but only with the status of “tolerated”, and they 
were returned when this part of the Balkans was also returned the label “safe countries”.

Although they have never been directly involved in the conflicts or initiated them, they feel the 
longest consequences on their skin. States would ask for proof of previous citizenship, while 
not giving theirs lightly, not even in the form of providing assistance in obtaining the necessary 
documents. This situation is still ongoing, which is why Roma and Egyptians are unprotected 
today. Things need to be called by their real names, and if we were to just call them displaced 
persons, it would be a drastically mitigated version of their plight. It is therefore necessary 
to say that they are a legally invisible social category, because they do not possess all or any 
personal documents. In principle, they have access to Montenegrin citizenship, but a number 
of papers are needed, which are only the starting point in the process. That beginning is what 
is most lacking, because a lot of the papers are lost, destroyed or forgotten on the run.

If we go back to the example of the conflict in Kosovo, we must state that at the time 
of fleeing from the territory of Kosovo, the Roma did not cross the internationally rec-
ognized border. So far, three legally recognized borders and separate states have been 
created, which has further complicated the conditions for regulating the legal status of 
the Roma and Egyptian communities.

These conditions in all the newly created smaller states imply a series of steps, which 
the Roma and Egyptians still cannot fulfill. Whether it is knowledge of a certain letter, 
proving a large number of years of residence in a certain territory, high costs in obtaining 
documentation, etc., a big part of this community is excluded from accessing basic state 
services and making a final turn in efforts to regulate legal status. Education, employment 
and health care are beyond their reach, pushing them into a multi-generational stateless-
ness of unconditional living and complete marginalization. Regulating a status of a Roma 
child born into a family that does not have a regulated legal status, sometimes requires 
proof of even the legal status of grandparents. In addition, this whirlpool of poverty, legal 
status and illiteracy keeps Roma and Egyptians in segregated, informal and unconditional 
settlements. Such an address is actually invalid and cannot be used for registration.

It is estimated that the split of Yugoslavia resulted in more than 30,000 stateless Roma.
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   WITH A VIEW ON THE LANDFILL

The Roma and Egyptian communities in Podgorica inhabit several settlements: Kon-
ik, Vrela Ribnička, Kakaricka gora, Stari aerodrom, Tuški put and Zabjelo. In Montene-
gro, Podgorica has the largest Roma and Egyptian populations, and their population is 
localized in several settlements, some of which contain a very small number of Roma 
and Egyptian families. This is the case with Zabjelo, Tuški put, Kakaricka gora and Stari 
aerodrom. Opposite them, Konik and Vrela Ribnička have a significantly larger number 
of Roma and Egyptian families.

Settlement Vrela Ribnička can be characterized as spacious with a large number of fam-
ilies (picture on the right). We can freely say that Wednesday is a specific ecosystem, 
which connects unconditional space, landfill and human beings. It was inhabited by 
Roma and Egyptians, and there are several Bosnian families who migrated during the 
war in Bosnia.

 At Vrela Ribnička you can see in the immediate vicinity of a barrack made of remains by 
the road, a building and a well-kept house with a yard. The proximity of the city landfill 
makes all three categories inadequate for life. The buildings in this settlement, known 
as Camp 1 and Camp 2, provide a clear insight into the segregation policy, which has 
ghettoized already ghettoized people. According to the “Strategy for Social Inclusion of 
Roma and Egyptians 2016-2020”, over 80% of the Roma and Egyptian popula-
tion live in segregated settlements.
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On the line towards the city landfill, surrounded by an incomplete wall of blocks, there 
are the most unconditional accommodations, in which, without exception, there are 
people who do not have a regulated legal status. Moreover, the wider belt along the 
landfill is inhabited by people who are the most endangered and most hopeless cases 
of unregulated legal status, who by the force of circumstances have made a non-living 
place a place to live. Segregation is an evident basic territorial feature of this community, 
despite efforts to achieve inclusion. This oxymoronic endeavor, segregation and inclu-
sion in the same basket, shows the efforts, but also small shifts of the state to achieve 
prosperity for all Roma and Egyptians living in its territory.
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   MAPPING PODGORICA  

The mapping of Roma and Egyptian settlements in Podgorica began on December 1, 
2020 and lasted for a full three months. We visited all settlements where there are Roma 
and Egyptian families, and those are: Vrela Ribnička, Konik, Kakaricka gora, Stari aero-
drom, Tuški put and Zabjelo. The terrain was mapped by five activists, who come from 
the Roma and Egyptian communities in Konik. The local population knows them well 
and connects them with the previous numerous actions of help and support, and they 
cooperated, knowing that it is in their personal interest, despite the fear of leaving per-
sonal data and the fear of deportation. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, it is difficult to 
perform daily business obligations, and private functioning is difficult and framed by 
curfew, masks and distance, so naturally there were obstacles to work in the field. Map-
ping is a particularly demanding field work, as it involves direct contact with people, 
exchange of materials, and sometimes to enter into other people’s homes. Despite all 
that, the research went in the best order and resulted in obtaining solid data, which are 
not in accordance with the official data and actions of the state.

The questionnaires were extensive and comprehensive, covering all the necessary infor-
mation regarding legal status, but also beyond that, paying attention to issues related 
to basic living conditions, such as access to running water, electricity and the Internet.

DJECA/ 
CHILDREN

LIČNE 
INFORMACIJE/

PERSONAL 
DATA

DRŽAVNA 
POMOĆ/

STATE RELIEF 
AID

struka,
obuke, 
prihodi

voda,
struja, 

smještaj, 
internet

novčana 
pomoć / 

financial help

paketi hrane i 
hemije/

packages 
of food and 

chemistry

pristupi
obrazovanju i 

zdravstvu/
acces to educa-
tion and health 

care

Crveni krst/
Red cross
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Within the project “Learn my name”, the mapping of Roma and Egyptian families had 
two tasks. The first is to gain an accurate picture and design a credible database of the 
number of people who have unregulated legal status or are at risk. The second is mark-
ing the distribution of state aid in this community as a program to mitigate the effects 
of the Covid-19 virus.

Covid-19 has shown the instability of all our incomes and the importance of a universal 
health care system, and to this community that they have to rely on themselves again 
and again and that this virus will cost them dearly. Thanks to their invisibility, which 
stems from scarce official data, people with unregulated legal status from Roma and 
Egyptian communities could not expect more state aid to spend the winter, but they still 
hoped for something during the global crisis. Extreme living conditions have pushed un-
documented people into a mere struggle for life and survival. Given such a phenomenon, 
which is generally related to the entire planet, it was necessary to review state support 
measures and determine the extent to which they reached the members of this commu-
nity, because it is clear that the affected majority and Roma and Egyptian communities 
are disproportionate.

How much could be expected from the state after all? Montenegro prepared for the first 
press conference in which it stated that it was ready to wait for the infected, then ready 
to wait for the first fifty infected, the fall of the summer season, followed by the eco-
nomic collapse, which its citizens will feel for years to come. The inability of the state to 
deal with the most vulnerable groups on its territory is not surprising, considering its 
general financial situation, the height of the consumer basket and a considerable list of 
various unsettled things. What the state singled out were four waves of subsidies, three 
brought out by the old government, one brought out by the new government. These 
are cash subsidies in the amount of 50ex2, 200e and 100e (listed chronologically) and 

OSNOVNI 
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USLOVI/

BASIC LIVING 
CONDITIONS

PODACI 
RODITELJA / 

PARENTS DATA

PRAVNI STATUS/
LEGAL STATUS
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status 
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status

status
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country
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food and hygiene packages distributed by the Red Cross, as well as a state subsidy. Our 
research had a clear goal in front of it, and that is to identify persons from the Roma and 
Egyptian communities who are and who have not received some or every type of state 
aid. It is clear that the lack of valid data is detrimental to the distribution of assistance 
to mitigate the effects of Covid-19 virus, because all persons who are not on the records 
of the Labor Office as unemployed and on the records of the Center for Social Work and 
Care as beneficiaries of social assistance mitigating the effects of the virus.

The research included 454 families, which are multi-member, i.e., 30% of the Roma and 
Egyptian population in Podgorica, and data were obtained that shed light on the issue 
of legal status and the distribution of state aid.

The records of the unemployed persons of the Employment Bureau include 1,464 per-
sons (of which 798 or 54.51% are women) who declared themselves as members of the 
Roma and Egyptian populations. In Podgorica, this number is the highest - 896 or 61.2% 
of the total number of unemployed persons who declared themselves as members of the 
Roma population, of which 482 are women. These official data do not include persons 
with unregulated legal status, as these persons are invisible to the system. The realistic 
assumption is therefore that these figures are significantly higher. During mapping in our 
sample, it was found that 57% of the Roma and Egyptian populations have no permanent 
income or live without any income, collecting food from containers or from the help of 
neighbors. We also examined the level of average monthly income or earnings in this 
community and 43% of the community has an income of less than 200e. The lowest level 
of monthly income is 7e, which would mean that person or family can spend 22 cents 
a day. The price of bread in Montenegro is 50 cents, so I can’t afford a single loaf a day. 
Persons employed in Gradska čistoća and Zelenilo receive a salary in the range of 250 
to 350e, but only state-owned citizens of Montenegro can be employed in these state-
owned companies, which automatically excludes persons with unregulated legal status 
or those who have the status of foreigners in Montenegro. It’s burning.

The ban on movement as a measure to curb the spread of the Covid-19 virus has had a partic-
ular impact on revenue opportunities. According to the above data, it is obvious that the ma-
jority of Roma (and all those who do not have a regulated legal status) rely on income from 
the informal economy. Due to the first lockdown in Podgorica with the appearance of the first 
infected person in the Roma settlements Kamp 1 and Kamp 2, this settlement was completely 
locked, without the possibility to leave the accommodation. If we take into account the insta-
bility and inequality of income of this part of the community, a complete lockdown meant an 
absolute impossibility to earn something and provide at least part of the income. As Camp 1 
and Camp 2 were guarded by the police guard, the rest of Vrela Ribnička were not, so people 
moved without knowing completely about the measures in force. The case of Zumeri Hussein 
is one of the examples that show that the Roma and Egyptian communities were not suffi-
ciently, or directly informed, and got into trouble. A buzzer is someone who makes a living 
by collecting food from a container. In order to obtain food that is somewhat healthy for his 
family, he must go beyond the place where he lives and go to those settlements where the ma-
jority of the population is. He uses an old motorcycle for that purpose. One of such existential 
rides was intercepted by the police, after which Zumeri was taken into custody. Fortunately, 
the punishment was absent, but with the good will of the authorities who worked on his case. 
Another lucky circumstance is that they did not get hooked on the lack of documentation (be-
cause he is a person with an unresolved legal status) and let Zumeri return home.

The research also included the desired occupations, in order to better understand and 
plan education that would lead to specific jobs and income. The professional occupations 
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of artisan nature stood out dominantly. Hairdressing stands out as the most sought after 
among both sexes of this community. Then the male part of the population is interested 
in carpentry, painting, welding, vulcanization and car mechanics, while women are even 
more interested in tailoring and cosmetics.

In the educational records for the territory of Podgorica, the largest percentage is in the 
segment of the I level of qualification, which implies completed or incomplete primary 
school or without any primary education. The illiteracy rate is highest in the Roma and 
Egyptian communities, which shows that the chances of changing the way of life and get-
ting out of the poverty cycle are almost impossible, because education is the basis for a 
better job, which can bring a better life. The research showed that with the I level of qual-
ification, 100% of people have an unresolved legal status. It is important to point out that 
the state has not conducted any research and testing of the readiness of the Roma and 
Egyptian communities for online teaching, as a new form of schooling that came along 
with the pandemic. On the other hand, this mapping did examine whether there are basic 
conditions for that and it turned out that over 40% of respondents do not have some or 
all conditions for online teaching, i.e., they do not have internet and have only one digital 
device in the family; they have neither the internet nor a digital medium; they have inter-
net, but they don’t have the means to follow classes and the like. This whole percentage 
refers to those families who have incomes lower than 200e and who, as we have pointed 
out, are mostly persons with unregulated legal status. Of course, it is not limited to them, 
so we found cases in the community where people are on the material security records, 
but that is not enough for them to set aside money for basic digitalization of the home and 
providing funds for monitoring classes. In a small number of cases, this problem is accom-
panied by a lack of electricity supply, which seriously aggravates the situation, because it is 
a basic condition for a normal life. It should also be noted that Roma and Egyptian families 
generally have a larger number of members, so it is sometimes necessary to provide more 
than one digital resource in order to create the conditions for all children to attend school. 
This is certainly far from reality. If we add to this the low level of digital knowledge among 
adult Roma and Egyptians, then it is clear that the basic material conditions for online dis-
tance learning have not been created, and that no support system has been established to 
provide children and parents from this distance. communities facilitated a new form of ed-
ucation. As a result, the drop out and the risk of a drop out is significantly higher this year. 
The school and the teaching staff can neither control nor prevent, because it was almost 
impossible to keep attendance records when it comes to Roma and Egyptian students.

Local action plans envisage the research of Roma and Egyptian settlements and their 
urban redesign and the creation of a new plan and program for housing Roma and Egyp-
tians, but so far such activities are just a dead letter on paper, because they are not con-
tinuously budgeted. The part of the questionnaire that was filled out during the research 
also referred to the housing solution. It turned out that 69% of respondents live in illegal 
facilities or those that are in the process of legalization, and one part has no information 
or idea about it. We mentioned earlier that the majority of Roma and Egyptians live in 
segregated settlements, with new construction for members of this community also be-
ing territorial in settlements where it is customary to live, and there is no application of 
the inclusive principle in the urban aspect. In Podgorica, there is one positive example 
of an inclusive housing solution in a social building on Tuški put where both Roma and 
non-Roma families are housed. However, such a possibility is reserved only for those 
persons who have the citizenship of Montenegro and are on the records of the Center for 
Social Work and Care. Persons without documentation remain on the social and territo-
rial margins.
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Regarding the health aspect, the research problematized the current problems related to the 
Covid-19 virus and general vaccination. In general, there is a low level of people from this 
community who had symptoms of the virus, and even less of those who went to the doctor 
on that occasion. An enviable degree of resilience has been shown in this community, despite 
the fact that living conditions are inadequate and that it is impossible to comply with control 
measures, such as regular hand washing, distance, isolation, regular wearing of clean masks 
and the like. If we take into account the multi-member families and overcrowding in one 
dwelling, it is impossible to say that in all Roma and Egyptian families, members with the 
virus can be isolated. Significant health risk factors are also related to the living environment 
of stateless persons, which is often as inadequate as their place of work. Mapping also 
examined the number of newborn babies since the pandemic began and whether the 
vaccination of children was respected. Vaccination has been shown to be at a mediocre level 
in persons with regulated legal status, but in a drastic decline, and beyond the pandemic, in 
persons who do not have regulated status. The reason for this is simple - each vaccine must 
be paid for. This shows that not every child has a health card, although field research has 
found examples in which, despite the unregulated legal status, children have a health card. 
Such a positive error in the system, however, is not the rule and is extremely rare in practice. 
The initial National Immunization Strategy stated that stateless people will be the last to 
receive the vaccine. Fortunately, this soon changed, as it was observed that it did not reflect 
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reality and both Roma and Egyptians were placed in the priority group. They do not need 
to be insured by the Health Insurance Fund of Montenegro. All residents of Montenegro, 
regardless of citizenship status, can automatically receive the vaccine. The Institute of Public 
Health of Montenegro explains that this includes persons who are currently in the process 
of resolving their legal status and those who do not have documents at all. The Ministry 
of Health has also launched an initiative whose implementation is still pending, and that 
is the setting up of vaccination points in Roma and Egyptian settlements, in order to make 
vaccination easier. This approach is the result of taking into account the general level of 
information and literacy, which could be a brake on a stronger degree of immunization.

The pandemic was accompanied by a significant increase in discrimination and hate 
speech, which further isolated the Roma and Egyptian communities. The antigypsyism 
narrative has therefore been further constructed, as opposed to the deconstruction 
it seeks, now at the European level with the New EU Strategic Framework for Roma 
Participation, Equality and Inclusion.

The largest part of the questionnaire referred to the legal status of persons from the 
Roma and Egyptian communities. Guided by all the requirements that official institu-
tions place in the status settlement procedures, the questions were comprehensive and 
exhaustive. The data of the person being interviewed, data on parents, list of documents 
and persons being interviewed and everything that the person’s parents have from the 
documentation, as well as for all other family members, with special emphasis on chil-
dren and their status, were requested. A separate part referred to issues related to the 
public call from 2015, when people of unresolved legal status, residing in the territory 
of Montenegro, could start the procedure of regulating it. One of the aspirations of the 
research is to establish precisely with which country from the region the Government of 
Montenegro should work the most on establishing easier procedures, as well as to find 
new ways to regulate the legal status, in order to overcome the current practice full of 
shortcomings.

The fact is that the previous system left a lot of people without a chance to reach any 
clear conclusion about what else they have to obtain from the documentation and what 
their obligations are. The 2015 call had several drawbacks. The first is that out of over 
450 applications, only 7 were accepted, while the others were determined to have a 
basis in another country to resolve the status, which did not provide any support to 
people in that process, but were unequivocally rejected. The second is the lack of infor-
mation of citizens, especially members of the Roma and Egyptian populations, although 
it is generally known to the system that the largest number of unregulated legal status 
comes from this community. Those who did not know that the procedure of that type 
is in progress, cannot be marked as persons of regulated status and reduced to zero in 
official data. Primarily, they still live on the territory of Montenegro, one part of which 
was born in it (47 people were discovered in the field), but despite that they have an un-
resolved legal status. The research came to the devastating data that out of the surveyed, 
only 7 people applied in 2015, for which nothing was resolved. The answer they re-
ceived with the refusal was unclear and it was not specified what was missing from the 
documentation in their case and they had to submit it later. Since then, in legal terms, 
these cases have stagnated from the perspective of people with unregulated status, and 
for the state, these cases have become invisible, because officially not even the material 
that is being processed is in the system. The others did not even know about the call and 
have no recollection that it was in progress.
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The mapping showed that 60% of respondents were born in Kosovo, and it is necessary 
for the Government of Montenegro to intensify bilateral cooperation with this country. The 
second country in a row is Serbia with a significantly smaller number of people born in it. 
However, the situation is not so clearly separated, because the relations between Serbia and 
Kosovo are not completely demarcated, not even the people who once belonged to this ter-
ritory, which was one country, which indicates the need for strong cooperation of all three 
countries. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Germany and Italy are also in circulation.

Out of over a thousand people covered by the survey, i.e., 454 families, 198 adults and 216 
children with unregulated legal status were found in the field. Most often, both parents in the 
family have an unresolved legal status, but there are situations where the father or mother 
has the status, but their children do not. Although it was clear that the official data did not 
reflect the real situation, the research revealed the devastating fact that children are at a 
higher risk of statelessness than adults. Namely, as Roma and Egyptian families are mostly 
with a larger number of children, almost all children inherit an unregulated legal status. This 
means that in a few years this problem will grow and multiply the number of adults and 
children of unresolved legal status. This aspect is not explained or dealt with by the State of 
Montenegro, although the registration of newborns is still difficult. They usually go through 
the usual channels and ask parents to resolve their status, bring additional documentation 
for themselves and their child from other countries.          

                                                                                                                                            

Unfortunately, the research showed another devas-
tating moment, and that is that 30% of the total 
number of respondents did not receive any help 
from the state and that these are 100% of 
people without regulated legal status. In the 
previously presented settlements Kamp 1 
and Kamp2, there are several persons who 
have an unregulated legal status or have 
one member in the house who has the 
status. Due to the location, as one of the 
most famous European camps for Roma, 
the help in packages included them, but 
the financial subsidies did not. It is im-
portant to point out that we are talking 
here about one, possibly two packages of 
food and chemistry, nothing more than that.

Those who are most at risk, who have no in-
come from the Center for Social Work and live 
from informal jobs, are not put on the list for any 
help. This underlines the thesis that people of unregu-
lated status are invisible to the system and that in the mo- ments 
of one of the biggest humanitarian crises, they did not receive any forms of assistance. 
Excluded from everything, the media, schools, hospitals, out of work, Roma and Egyptians 
without documentation live unregistered. The impact of the pandemic on the ground could 
not be precisely measured, as much of the unspoken remained in the feelings of people who 
had long since become accustomed to a bad life. How much they remember better times or 
still hope for such, we leave it to you to recognize in their words, which they have left us as a 
testimony to their misfortunes.
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   BY THE WORDS OF INVISIBLE PEOPLE

How much the words of our interlocutors look alike is best shown by the leitmotif of 
all their stories - life from the bucket. Their mourning did not require pity, but a con-
structive helping hand that would help them acquire basic living conditions, work and 
get an education, so that they can take care of themselves and their loved ones. The 
complicated procedures and vagueness of the institutions add to their elementary il-
literacy and keep them in the field of poverty and endangering basic human rights.

The list of similarities is larger. Everyone is missing some document without which 
the Montenegrin Ministry of the Interior Affairs cannot completely solve the problem 
that has been alive for decades, they are all related to Kosovo in some way, they did 
not suffer from the coronavirus, they do not receive social assistance and they know 
that their neighbors would help them if they had a crust of bread to break off a piece.

Naser Tatari and Ramiz Krasnići have been neighbors 
for over a decade and their story is best told together.
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Naser Tatari has been living in the Kamp settlement in Vrela Ribnička for over 20 years. At 
first, he lived in a tent, which he replaced with a container years later. While a good por-
tion of the community moved into the buildings, he was left with only a view of the build-
ings from the container in which he still lives. Next to him, door to door, is Ramiz Krasnići, 
who came to Montenegro 15 years ago. According to him, on March 15, 2006, he settled in 
Podgorica and built his first barracks. When that barrack was demolished because of the 
buildings that were built there, he had no choice but to take over his old nephew’s accom-
modation. Since then, Nasser and Ramiz have lived in connected containers, door to door.

Both accommodations are without water. Both winter and summer are equally difficult to 
live in containers. Winter brings rains that flood the floors, and they have to lift all the things 
they own to bed. Summer brings heat that becomes unbearable under the sheet metal.

Nasser carried the documentation to the competent institutions, but he never managed 
to resolve the status, because there was always something missing that needed to go to 
Kosovo. When there was a public call for regulation of legal status in 2015, he was not 
even aware that it was taking place, so he did not even try to solve his problem. For a long 
time, he was encouraged by the promises that everything would be fine, but as the years 
looked like each other, that hope left him. He does not receive social assistance now, nor 
has he before, which would feed him to some extent during the month. With the good will 
of a worker at the Employment Bureau, he managed to get a certificate for one free meal a 
day at the National Kitchen on Konik, for which he is infinitely grateful, because that meal 
keeps him alive. He takes the other meals out of the bins and sorts out what is safe to eat.

His first neighbor Ramiz is not entitled to a free meal. He tried and asked that they at 
least give him the leftovers, because that would be of great help to him, but such a re-

”Little as it is, it’s enough for me. Yes, the 
woman at the counter at the Bureau finished 
for me. She said I’m good and I should have a 
meal. I go there every day at half past noon to 
get food.”

 Naser Tatari
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quest remained unheeded. He is left with a bucket, so he looks for lost money or some 
valid food in it. It goes far for water, all the way to the shopping center “Mall of Montene-
gro”, which is over an hour away from it. He filled bottles and cans there, and then went 
back. He uses the same water for drinking, washing plates and personal hygiene.

Nasser stopes by his son, who lives only a few minutes away from him, and visits his 
grandchildren there, while Ramiz lost his family in Germany, before he came to Monte-
negro. He tried to resolve his status from the moment of arrival, even through mobile 
teams coming from Kosovo, but failed to complete anything. Today, Ramiz does not have 
any Montenegrin documentation, no status, because he also had to look for papers in 
Kosovo, without which he could not resolve the legal status in this country.

Both are already many years old, Ramiz 65, Nasser 58, war children, but the system 
sometimes recognizes them as capable of work, and sometimes even as young people, 
and refuses to make a breakthrough and make their lives easier. They are wary of the 
Covid-19 virus because they know they have no drugs. One package of food and chemi-
cals arrived from the state, and they were lucky to get it, because they are in the Camp, 
and the Red Cross awarded them a package, even though they are not on the official list. 
It’s a small help, once a year and over, but they also appreciate it a little.

Ramiz says he manages to feed himself from his sweat, his work, because strength, by some 
miracle, still keeps him going. Sometimes he asks for help, but he does not want to annoy or 
burden anyone. When asked if the neighbors want to share their share with him, he states 
that the neighbors have nothing to share and that everyone can rely only on themselves.

They both want and plan to get vaccinated and firmly believe that they will be able to do 

”Who can help? Only God and my back. You 
see for yourself that it’s the truth”.

 Ramiz Krasnići
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without a health card. They are hoping that pandemic will be over soon, so at least the 
masks will be removed from the face. Certainly, with or without a virus, life is not easy 
for them. They say that it would be good if the authorities helped a little, at least a little, 
so that they would not be cold in winter and have something to eat.

Bidaim Hussein is in no one’s territory. He does not belong to Serbia, Kosovo or Monte-
negro. Back in 1999, he came to Montenegro, which he now feels like his own. Despite 
having some kind of home, he is here illegally and frequently under threat of deportation. 
He was born in Obilić, Kosovo. Same as his late parents. All the registers of these coun-
tries do not contain information about him, so Bidaim is in the true sense of the word 
a stateless person who has even been denied that right. Instead of such a status, states 
transfer responsibilities to each other and charge each other for a citizen.

When he first came to Montenegro, he received a green ID, and that gave him encour-
agement. Then the State asked him for documentation from Kosovo, which he tried to 
obtain, but there he received the answer that he was not registered in that country at all. 
Since then, Bidaim has been wandering without any useful documents with him. When 
he meets a police officer who is looking for documentation, he only says that he has for-
gotten. Deportation is always on his mind, but in Kosovo he has nothing left. On one jour-
ney, he went to see the house, but as he says, there was nothing left of it. He has nothing 
to return to, and here he has at least created something. 

Bidaim’s situation is additionally burdensome, because he has two seven-year-old chil-
dren with cerebral palsy, who also do not have a regulated legal status. They only have a 
discharge list from the hospital.

Only drugs for them amount to a minimum of 60e per month, and that figure covers some 
of the most basic drugs. Neither he nor the children are beneficiaries of material assis-
tance from the Center for Social Work, and even this type of state aid actively bypasses 

them. Going to the doctor with 
children comes into consider-
ation only with private individ-
uals, which is beyond Bidaim’s 
ability to pay. He does his best to 
make money with his own work, 
but it is by no means enough for 
food and medicine.

Bidaim is a skilled craftsman, 
repairing various types of ma-
chines, from washing machines 
to motorcycles. He does not run 
away from work, on the contrary, 
he just wants to have a chance to 
work and earn.

The mother of his children also 
has no Montenegrin documenta-
tion, only Serbian. As she has no 
status in Montenegro, she has no 
rights, and children cannot obtain 
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‚‚I just want to be allowed to work. Nothing 
else. Just let me work. Not looking for any 
mercy, just, please, grant me a right to work.”

 Bidaim Husein

“Do as you wish with me. I don’t have rights 
anywhere. Not here, not in Kosovo, not in 
Serbia. Even though I’ve been here in Mon-
tenegro for 23 years… This is not how life 
should go. I don’t want to be given anything, 
just want to be able to work. “ 

  Bidaim Husein
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health care or assistance of any kind through it. When the children were younger, Bidaim 
tried to take them to Igalo, to the Institute of Physical Medicine, Rehabilitation and Rheuma-
tology “Dr Simo Milošević”, in order to contribute at least a little to the improvement of their 
health, but without documents it was not possible.

He has been in Montenegro for decades, but so far, he has not felt the slightest chance that 
his life will turn for the better. He and his children are invisible to all countries in the region, 
so he is forced to do low-paid jobs, live right next to the landfill and eat from a bucket. He 
does not receive a meal or leftover food from the National Kitchen, but he is aware of how 
much it would make his life easier.

Since the coronavirus started, the problem has been the improper disposal of medical 
waste, because he constantly encounters medical masks with food in containers. He has 
not contracted the virus and hopes he will not, as he fears it would affect the fragile 
health of the children. He did not receive help from the state, neither in money nor in 
food, only from local organizations run by people from the Roma community.

Like Nasser and Ramiz, Bidaim also does not know how to read and write, so every pro-
cedure is doubly difficult and demotivating for him. He did not experience real support 
from the system, in fact doors are closed for him for way too long. It is understood that 
he has neither social security nor health care, nor his children, who desperately need 
these services.

When parting with him, he told us that life should not look like this and that he com-
pletely loses hope that he will ever lead a normal, dignified life.
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    NON-EXISTENT CHILDREN          

The mapping confirmed what the official reports on Montenegro say, and that is that the 
heredity of statelessness is on the rise and shows a trend of generational transmission 
of non-regulation of legal status. If the multi-member Roma and Egyptian families are 
taken into account, this phenomenon is quite understandable, and in most cases both or 
one parent, get approximately five people with the same problem.

How much such a family manages to cope with all the difficulties of life, will tell us the 
stories of Merita and Serveta below.

                          

Merita Dautaj is the mother of seven children. She has the status of a foreigner in Montene-
gro, while her husband and children do not. According to her, her husband submitted the 
papers for regulating the status 2-3 years ago, but there is still no answer from the state.

”I don’t know what life waits for my children, 
but I would like it to be much better than 
mine.  I fear, nothing can be done without 
documents. We are waiting, maybe state an-
swers, maybe they approve.”  

 Merita Dautaj
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Like the previous stories, theirs is related to Kosovo also, 
where they need to return in order to obtain the 
missing documents, so they can begin resolving 
the legal status. They do not know what exactly 
they should take from Kosovo and bring. And 
they are not alone in that. Most members of 
the Roma and Egyptian communities em-
bark on such a journey without a clear 
idea of what they are going for. Merita 
and her family do not decide to do so 
for the simple reason that they have 
no money, neither for travel, nor for 
accommodation in Kosovo.

She was born in the city of Peć in 
Kosovo and came to Montenegro at 
the age of six.

Of the documents, her children have 
only an excerpt from the birth register 
and a health booklet, which they re-
ceived as a sign of goodwill from a civil 
servant. Another mistake in the system, 
which in this case results in something pos-
itive, these children have health care covered, 
at least until adulthood.

They do not receive social security because they are 
not on the official lists. Such help would cover at least part 
of the food, but as it is lacking, Merita managed to beg for the 
well-being of her children leftovers from the National Kitch-
en. After 2pm every day she goes to get food. If there is some 
food that day, they take it, if not, they return the next day, and 
on that day they look for a meal in a bucket.

Despite these growing up conditions, children are regular at school. Merita’s resource-
fulness and dedication were fruitful here as well, because she begged the nearest school 
to accept children regardless of obstacles. The children reciprocate with their hard work 
at school, so they mastered the official Montenegrin language better than their mother 
and father. However, there is no one at home to help them with their learning, because 
their parents do not know how to read and write. Online teaching was difficult for all of 
them and it is not something they managed to do, but somehow the children managed 
to learn and get through the school year.

Merita doesn’t work anywhere, and her husband works a little on the second-hand goods 
market, while he uses the remaining time to find some food in buckets to take home. In-
comes are minimal, not enough for basic living needs. The house in which they live is un-
conditional, because they don’t even have a bathroom, but they managed to make a home.

Covid-19  made an additional burden, at first it made them fear for their health, then 
there were movement restrictions as a measerment to contain the spread of the virus 
and they were left without food. 
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“When the first movement restriction was on 
force, police monitored the settlement and 
that was really hard. Kids wanted more food 
then we had. What could have we done, we 
couldn’t get out.”

                                                                                                                               
 Merita Dautaj

As a help during the pandemic, they received two packages of food and chemi-
cals from the state. They did not receive financial subsidies, because they are not 
on the official records. According to Merita, this help that did come to them is be-
cause they know they have seven children, one of whom is a baby. However, the 
two packages are a symbolic help, which brought only a break in the relentless 
fight to survive the days.
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Serveta Hasani is a grandmother who keeps the fami-
ly together. She lives in a one-bedroom apartment in 
Camp 1 with her daughter-in-law and four grandchil-
dren. Her husband passed away 5 months ago after 
a long kidney disease. The disease made him immo-
bile towards the end of his life, which made their liv-
ing conditions more difficult. Serveta did not inherit 
his someone else’s care and assistance in the amount 
of 65e, because they were not legally married.

She is also in fragile health, diabetic and has high 
blood pressure. Diabetes has already taken away one 
of her amputated legs, but it also affects the other. She 
manages to obtain a prosthesis, because she has the sta-
tus of a foreigner in Montenegro.

Her son, the only one who can support his family, has been in 
prison for four years. He has the status of a foreigner in Montenegro, 
but after his release from prison he will be deprived and his family expects 
his deportation. Serveta married him in Montenegro to a girl from Kosovo, when they 
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were both very young. They could not marry legally because of their age until they came 
of age. Unfortunately, just days after his 18th birthday, he was arrested. The daughter-
in-law has no status in this country, and the regulation requires her to go to Kosovo to 
obtain the necessary documentation. She has a Kosovo ID card and a passport. However, 
it is not possible to go to Kosovo on her own, because she is illiterate and they do not 
have enough money for that. The two of them already have a larger family, four children.

Their two boys and two girls were born at the Clinical Center in Podgorica and have dis-
charge lists that Serveta claims were lost in the MUP. Three children go to school age (fifth, 
fourth and third grade), while the youngest is of kindergarten age. Their parents were too 
young when they got them, so they couldn’t enroll them, at least they were told so.

When the mobile teams were active and some documents could be obtained through 
them, Serveta tried to regulate for the grandchildren, but they replied that it was nec-
essary for the children to first receive a Montenegrin birth certificate, and then to go to 
Kosovo for other certificates. 

This family is in poverty for years, the family does not receive social assistance and they 
do not have any means of subsistence. Children also do not have health care, because 
they do not have a health card.
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“For every doctor’s appointment I beg, 
ask to see them, what else can I do…
Then for the medicine I borrow the 
money. It goes like that every time.”                                                                                                                               
 

 Serveta Hasani

School attendance also came with the request. Serveta, just like Merita, went to the near-
est school and prayed that the children would not be left without primary education. It 
worked, but of course it is not enough for children to be successful in school. She knows 
little to show them, and her daughter-in-law does not know the Montenegrin language at 
all, so she cannot cope with school obligations. Their literacy is at a lower level, so chil-
dren rely solely on the support of the teaching staff. They did not have the necessary funds 
or knowledge for online education, so they barely made it through the year.

Serveta tried to provide the family with some kind of income and help, but failed. She 
was rejected despite health problems, based on which it is evident that she is not able 
to earn a living. The daughter-in-law is also out of work, which means that they haven’t 
lived on anything for a long time. Assistance at the time of the pandemic came from the 
state, but in the form of food and chemical packages, which they received once. There 
was no financial assistance. The virus is additionally protected, because it knows that it 
is dangerous for sugar addicts like her. She sews masks for herself and her family.



33CASE STUDYROMA WITHOUT REGULATED LEGAL STATUS  
IN THE TIME OF PANDEMIC COVID-19                                                                         

”If only one gets sick, we will all follow. I’m 
sixty, I’m already gone, but I want to protect 
this youth.”

                                                                                                                               
 Serveta Hasani

According to Serveta’s words, all she wants is for children to be registered and get an 
opportunity for one nicer, calmer life. 

According to the 2020 public opinion poll on the socio-economic status of Roma and 
Egyptians in Montenegro, most children are registered in the birth register, but not all. 
As a reason, it is often mentioned that parents were late to enroll their children. In addi-
tion, people mention that they lack documentation, that not everyone was born in Mon-
tenegro, that parents do not have documents and the like, which mostly coincides with 
what our research established in the field. Documentation problems are inherited and 
passed on to children and then their children, further complicating the situation. This is 
the case with the families we spoke to and their children who were looking brightly into 
the uncertain future, hoping that all this adult story would not mark their lives. 

1  Socio-economic status of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro, Government of Montenegro, published 
on 5 of October 2020, https://www.gov.me/dokumenta/ac3e91ce-6f24-4aad-b648-70d51de2559e
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   TIP FROM THE NEIGHBORHOOD
                                                                 

On March 18, 2020, the Republic of Northern Macedonia declared a state of emergency 
on the entire territory of the country. This was the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic 
crisis, which worsened the socio-economic situation of citizens across the country, par-
ticularly endangering most Roma communities. Members of the Roma community were 
the first to be fired, and the number of unemployed Roma has increased dramatically in 
the past period. Stateless persons, as well as persons without personal documentation, 
are mainly engaged in the collection of waste and plastic bottles. Due to restrictive mea-
sures, as well as due to lockdown, that source of income was cut off from them.

During the implementation of activities at the local level and the implementation of in-
terviews with members of the Roma community, and especially with stateless persons 
and without personal documentation, they discovered that out of five people treated 
in the hospital, three died. They also came across information that stateless persons 
and without personal documentation were treated as foreigners in the health system. 
These are too high a cost for the Roma community, who generally avoid visiting health 
facilities. Since November 2020, the number of deaths has been 1792. In recent days, 
Northern Macedonia has been among the top ten countries in the world in terms of the 
number of patients. With 860 deaths per million inhabitants, Northern Macedonia is 
currently in eighth place. If we look at the neighboring countries, three places below 
is BiH with 833 deaths, and in 16th place is Montenegro with 802. These are data on 
deaths in hospital conditions.

The growth of xenophobia and intolerance towards the Roma community has been very 
high since the beginning of the pandemic. Unpleasant events are happening more and 
more and antigipsyism is spreading in Northern Macedonia, especially in Bitola. In a 
period of three months, four unfortunate events took place in which members of the 
Roma community were killed. The first case happened in September, when a video ap-
peared on social networks showing police beating Roma in the center of Bitola. A little 
less than a month since then, in October, as a sign of revenge, the mother and son were 
also physically attacked at the market in Bitola. In November members of the Mace-
donian community brutally beat a member of the Roma community. In the latter case, 
also in Bitola, members of the Roma community were beaten by unknown individuals, 
according to police. Considering that the office of Bairska Svetlina was demolished and 
obscene graffiti was written, there are serious concerns about these events and further 
coexistence in our city. The latest case took place in Kočani, a town in the eastern part 
of northern Macedonia, where a 13-year-old child, who was taking wood from the yard 
of a non-Roma family (Macedonian), was caught and physically and mentally abused by 
a large group of people.

Remzi Medik 
izvršni direktor  
Bairske Svetline
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   WORD OF THE PARTNER 

The ability of states and the international community to deal effectively with the global 
health threat posed by the COVID-19 pandemic and its wider fall-out for the economy, peace 
and security is bound up in the ability to include everyone, just as a successful humanitarian 
response relies on reaching everyone on the basis of need. Without urgent and sustained 
intervention, the stateless, those whose nationality is under threat and those denied equal 
nationality rights, will continue to not be factored in or reached. As the fault lines of racism, 
xenophobia, patriarchy and intolerance deepen during this time of global crisis, stateless mi-
norities and migrants are also more likely to be blamed and scapegoated as the virus spreads.

By design and default, many stateless communities face devastating consequences in relation 
to health and wellbeing; survival and livelihoods; hate speech, racism and xenophobia; bor-
der closures and movement restrictions; insecurity and detention; and new risks of stateless-
ness. There are also concerns about wider impacts on sustaining engagement on stateless-
ness and the right to nationality, as the structural underpinnings of statelessness remain in 
place and in some instances have been further entrenched as COVID-19 continues to spread.

The majority of the world’s approximately 15 million stateless persons, as well as the 
tens of millions whose nationality is under threat, lead a severely marginalized existence. 
Nationality is a gateway through which people can access rights and services. Without it, 
the stateless face “widespread denial of human rights and […] limits on access to identity 
documentation, education, health care, legal employment, property ownership, political 
participation and freedom of movement” . The cost of statelessness has risen further as 
the world responds to the global pandemic, which has exacerbated existing inequalities 
and heightened existing vulnerabilities. The now widely used medical term ‘pre-existing 
condition’ can also be applied to statelessness: a pre-existing condition which chang-
es the way a person experiences the pandemic, as a result of long-standing structural 
discrimination. Deep systemic bias also embeds state policy responses to COVID-19 (or 
any crisis) to put citizens first. Citizens are first to be targeted for public information 
messages; first to access healthcare services and PPE; first to benefit from emergency 
relief or economic support packages, to name just a few examples. As states place their 
own constituents at the centre, non-citizens are left on the side-lines. The stateless are 
citizens nowhere and noncitizens everywhere, including their own countries.

This is the time to hold onto, cherish and insist on the application of the values and 
principles embedded in the human rights, humanitarian, protection and development 
frameworks. Where instincts may be to afford more leeway to states in light of the chal-
lenges they are dealing with, or to focus on reaching as many people as possible (as 
opposed to the most vulnerable first) with humanitarian relief, it is important to check 
these instincts and robustly apply basic principles.

 Institute of Statelessness and Inclusion (ISI
2  https://files.institutesi.org/Covid19_Stateless_Impact_Report.pdf
3  UN Secretary-General (UNSG), ‘Guidance Note of the Secretary General: The United Nations and State-
lessness’
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   VACCINE FOR THE EXCLUSION         

                                                       
Barriers felt by members of the Roma and Egyptian populations range from food and 
housing insecurity, fear of deportation, inability to move and earn a living, access to online 
education and digital resources, access to health care, and language barriers and misin-
formation. The combination of all these things was mostly felt in families that as a whole 
or for the most part have problems with documentation and regulation of legal status. As 
the year of the pandemic passed, it is clear from the answers obtained during the research.

For them the misery was greater, the famine sharper and the help from the state was sym-
bolic and insufficient. Those who did receive financial and food aid were not willing to have 
a broader conversation with our team for fear that they might be left without it in the future.

There is no doubt that the virus has caused great harm to everyone, whether mental and 
/ or material in nature, but it is quite clear that it has affected marginalized categories 
much more. Moreover, Covid-19 has reinforced 
the contours of existing structural discrimination 
and antigypsyism, which are not always easily vis-
ible. A good part of the majority population has a 
developed anti-Gypsy thought which defends itself 
from the idea of non-segregated settlements, saying 
that the Roma and Egyptian communities are not 
yet ready for the better, that they do not know how 
to live differently. Is life in a place like this really a 
choice? Moving from the informal to the formal is a 
journey, which necessarily implies adaptation. Map-
ping gained insight into all levels of segregation ex-
perienced by the Roma and Egyptian communities, 
but not insight into the planned solutions to this 
segregation. According to the urbanization of the 
settlements of Konik and Vrela Ribnička, it is under-
stood that the state has in mind that for the most 
part it keeps them outcast, and a glaring example of 
this is the lockdown that occurred at the very begin-
ning of the pandemic in Montenegro.

The vaccine against this virus was obtained with 
incredible speed, united minds and large financial 
investments gave the world an effective formula 
for protecting and restoring life in the ways we are 
used to. For the Roma and Egyptian communities 
around the world it would be good to have a vac-
cine for exclusion that would involve them in all 
currents and finally lead them to a better life that 
they dream of.
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   A LITTLE HOPE IN THE END                                                                           

Although European strategic frameworks are binding on all Western Balkan countries, 
as is the case with the new EU Strategic Framework for Inclusion, Equality and Participa-
tion, and significant funds are committed to the social inclusion of Roma and Egyptians, 
their impact and the impact of national strategies small on the social integration of this 
community. There is a gap between the human rights violations of the RE population 
and the authorities’ efforts to improve their overall living conditions through the Social 
Inclusion Strategy and local action plans.

Hunger, low-paid jobs and exclusion are the daily routine of Roma and Egyptian fami-
lies. Sometimes moving seems like the only path to a better life, and families or individu-
als often decide to take that step. In the period from 2008 and 2016, over 200 thousand 
Roma men and women from these areas applied for asylum in Western Europe, and 
many of them bypassed the legal system of asylum.

What does it take to make real progress? What does an efficient system 
that is truly inclusive and ensures the fulfillment of priority areas look 
like? Or to be guided by the words of the people we talked to, when will 
it get better?

The state must reach the most vulnerable categories of society. He must 
stop hereditary statelessness and ensure that all children are registered 
in the birth register immediately after birth. Ideally, a child should obtain 
the citizenship of the country of birth immediately, without the burden 
of proving and requesting documentation that parents must provide. 
Montenegro needs to strengthen cooperation with neighboring coun-
tries and devise a more meaningful system that will work with members 
of the Roma and Egyptian communities and help them reach a solution. 
And finally, the state must take care of the people who reside on its terri-
tory, because as long as they are there, they are the responsibility of that 
state. Health is a human right, our public good, which must be equal for 
all.

The basis of all this is the creation of reliable and measurable data by 
the state, and going out into the field and constant communication with 
the people is necessary for a proper understanding of the problems and 
needs of each community.

Therefore, we must stop playing with history and blame the war, as a lega-
cy of the Yugoslav troubles, but reach the goal through collaboration. Only 
then can we imagine a future without Roma and Egyptian statelessness.

Is all this possible? Firmly yes! It is only necessary to understand antigyp-
syism as a pandemic that devastates and takes away lives, which is already 
not a free interpretation, but a reality.
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