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Esteemed reader,

Roma youth organization “Walk with us - Phiren Amenca” was established in early 2014 
as the first and currently the only active organization of young Roma in Podgorica and 
Montenegro. The organization consists of a group of young college and high school 
students from the Roma community.

Years of volunteering in the civil sector, as well as involvement in projects of several 
NGOs dealing with Roma inclusion, then the bad socio-economic situation of Roma and 
Egyptians and exclusion from public life, especially that of the youth, encouraged the 
young Roma to found the organization, which will actively work to improve the situation 
of the Roma community with a special focus on the situation of children and youth. One of 
the goals of the organization is to actively contribute to the development of engagement 
and active participation of young Roma men and women in the public life of Montenegrin 
society, strengthening of institutional capacities for the inclusion of the Roma population, 
and reducing negative attitudes and discrimination against Roma in Montenegro.

In this regard, with the aim of increasing the involvement of young Roma in the process of 
social inclusion of the Roma community, NGO Phiren Amenca implemented the project 
titled “Monitoring the Integration of Roma in Podgorica (MIRuPG)” with financial support 
of the NGO Young Roma from Herceg Novi. The aim of the project was to increase the 
number of Roma activists and conduct the monitoring of the situation of Roma through 
the development of case studies. With this project, we have included ten Roma from 
secondary schools and colleges in Podgorica through the 2 two-day trainings on the 
topic of “activism” and “monitoring”, which aimed to strengthen the capacity of these 
young members of the Roma community. The training was led by a representative of 
the NGO Forum MNE with years of experience in working with young people and the 
Roma community. In addition, the knowledge gained during the training, perfectly 
matched efforts of young Roma in the field in direct work with the Roma community and 
relevant institutions through the monitoring of specific cases of discrimination, which we 
present below. In the end, the result of the project is a case study entitled “Monitoring the 
Situation of Roma in Podgorica,” which presents only some of the challenges Roma men 
and women encounter in Podgorica. predstavljamo. 

This project is supported by the NGO Young Roma through the awarding of small 
grants within the project “Joint Initiative for Empowerment of Roma Civil Sector in the 
Western Balkans and Turkey”, financed by the European Commission through the IPA 
Civil Society and Media 2014 - 2015, and implemented by the organization Roma Active 
Albania - project coordinator, NGO Young Roma from Montenegro and the ERGO network 
consisting of organizations from Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Serbia 
and Turkey. 
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On this occasion, I thank all the stakeholders who a directly and / or indirectly involved in 
the project. This certainly includes the NGO Forum MNE which provided logistical support 
for the implementation of project activities. I express special thanks and congratulations 
to my young Roma who took part in the conducting the monitoring over the situation of 
Roma and thus contributed to the formulation of this document.

Elvis Beriša
Executive director
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INTRODUCTION

Montenegro renewed its independence in 2006. That same year, the country was 
recognized as the 192nd UN member state and the 47th member states of the Council of 
Europe. Stabilization and Association Process with the European Union (EU) was signed 
in 2007. Montenegro submitted a formal application for the EU membership in 2008. 
The status of the EU candidate country was received in December 2010. Expectation of 
membership in the EU has initiated a reform wave aimed to introduce the 35 chapters of 
the EU legislation into national law of Montenegro. Since June 2017, Montenegro is the 
29th member state of NATO. 

In June 2003, a regional conference “Roma in an Expanding Europe: Challenges for the 
Future”, was organized in Budapest by the Hungarian Government. Montenegrin delegation 
at the conference argued that it would implement the project “Decade of Roma Inclusion: 
2005-2015”. All Member States which took part in the conference confirmed that they will 
develop, promote and implement the policy of Roma integration in the framework of 
national economic and social policies in order to address extreme poverty and exclusion 
faced by the Roma population.
 
At the beginning of the implementation of the Decade in Montenegro, there was an 
assumption that around 20,000 Roma are living in the country. The latest data of the 
Statistical Office - Monstat show that 6,251 Roma and 2,054 Egyptians live in Montenegro. 
At the start of the Decade, most of them were living in extremely difficult conditions and 
they live in an equally difficult situation even today. According to Monstat data, out of the 
total number of persons who were identified as Roma 3988 live in Podgorica, 483 in Nikšić, 
334 in Bijelo Polje, 531 in Berane and 258 in Herceg Novi. 
Although Montenegro ever since 2005, when it began with the implementation of the 
Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015, implemented a number of projects and organized a 
number of international, regional, national and local conferences and made a commitment 
to monitor the progress of the Roma community, unfortunately, failed to provide accurate 
and disaggregated data to enable a thorough examination of all the measures taken and 
the result thereof. This is indicated by the fact that every year we have the same format 
of reporting on the implementation of strategic documents and local action plans for 
Roma, where, from year to year, only the numbers change. So far, no one has conducted 
an adequate qualitative analysis of the impact of measures taken to improve the situation 
of Roma in Montenegro. Due to bad indicator set in the previous two strategies1 and local 
action plans, the research cannot be performed in a quality manner. In March 2016, the 
Government of Montenegro adopted a new Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and 
Egyptians in Montenegro for the period 2016-2020.
 

1 The Strategy for Improving the Situation of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2008-2012 and the Strategy for Improving the 
Position of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2012-2016
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Therefore, in December 2016, the RCC (Regional cooperational Council - RCC) organized 
a regional workshop “Monitoring and reporting” in Vienna, within the project “Roma 
Integration 2020”. This project was initiated as a continuation of the Decade 2005-2015 in 
June 2016 by the RCC, the Open Society Foundation (OSF), and the European Commission 
(EC), and which is implemented in the Western Balkans and Turkey. 

The RCC Action Team has prepared and presented a template-reporting form2, which is 
in line with the practice of annual reports on the implementation of the Decade of Roma 
Inclusion 2015-2015 and follows the form of reporting of the European Commission’s DG 
Justice for the EU member states. The form will measure the progress of Roma integration 
by 2020 in priority areas that are covered by this initiative, namely education, employment, 
health, housing and other relevant issues for the Roma community. Reporting on the 
basis of this form by the countries of the Western Balkans and Turkey will allow a different 
approach than previous ways of monitoring and evaluation of the results achieved at local 
and national level in each country. Through monitoring and preparation of case studies, 
the NGO Phiren Amenca showed only part of the problems Roma face in practice. 

DISCRIMINATION IS STRONGER THAN THE DIPLOMA

Author

Elvis Bonešta, I year student at High School „Spasoje Raspopović“, Department for bakers 

Summary

(Un)Employment is one of the biggest issues the Roma community in Podgorica is facing. 
According to research by CEDEM, employers emphasize lack of know-how and qualifications 
of members of the Roma community as a reason for not hiring them. Mehmed Berisha, a 
father of four, is one of the few young Roma who gained qualifications and vocation for 
the electrician. Unfortunately, this did not help him get a job in a profession for which he 
was educated. Even during the school days, he was discriminated by peers, and it again 
occurred with the employers. Today, Mehmed, with acquired qualifications in the field of 
energy electrical engineering, is employed at PU Čistoća where, given he had no choice, 
was forced to accept a job of hygienist or loading and transport waste. He is working this 
job for eight years now.

2 All countries of the Western Balkans and Turkey have accepted the aforementioned form of monitoring and reporting after EU 
Enlargement Commissioner Johannes Hahn talked with the leaders of all the countries and asked indebtedness of persons who will be 
responsible for timely and detailed monitoring and reporting on the project Integration of Roma 2020. Representative of Montenegro 
is the Deputy Minister for Human and Minority Rights, Leon Gjokaj, who was appointed by the Government of Montenegro as the 
National coordinator for the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma in Montenegro 2016-2020.
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Problem to be solved

More and more projects and organizations are dealing with low rate of employment of 
Roma. However, the records of the Employment Agency of Montenegro shows there is 
still a large number, almost the same every year, of unemployed Roma, who are waiting to 
get employed. In everyday communication with the Roma community, we have identified 
the problem of discrimination against the Roma by employers and a lack of inadequate 
measures to mitigate this problem. Members of the Roma community are facing this 
problem on a daily bases.

Other obstacles, that puts Roma population in an unfavourable position when entering 
the labour market and retaining employment, is the lack of personal documents (which 
is a prerequisite for obtaining rights in the field of employment), the difficult economic 
and social situation, which prevents them from attending more training programs and 
education, the lack of guarantees in the form of real estate and guarantors for loans, lack 
of information, etc.3

At the annual level, according to the statistics of the Employment Agency of Montenegro, 
there are approximately 1000 persons who register themselves with this institution as 
members of Roma and Egyptian population. What limits efforts of the Employment Agency 
and its partners in the field of education and training is the existence of discrimination in 
the labour market in terms of employment of the Roma after completing a program of 
education and training.4

In late 2015, the Government of Montenegro adopted the Regulation on subsidies for 
employment of certain categories of unemployed persons including the members of the 
Roma and Egyptian communities in Montenegro.

The Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 
foresees measures to increase the participation of Roma in active employment policy 
measures5, increasing the level of qualification of Roma, direct measures aimed at 
increasing the employment rate and strengthening the capacity of state institutions 
dealing with employment of Roma.

As regards direct measures for employment of the Roma and Egyptian communities, 
the Strategy envisages that these measures will be achieved through the inclusion of 
Roma and Egyptians in public work programs, stimulating employment in seasonal jobs 
by subsidizing the profits and/or the use of tax incentives, training programs for work at 
employers, and self-employment programs.

3 Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians 2016-2020
4 Ibid
5 Active employment policies
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In February 2017, German organization “Help” began with the realization of the project 
“Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptian Communities through Employment”, which is 
implemented in partnership with the Capital City and with the financial support of the 
European Union. Within this project, the call was launched for Roma and Egyptians 
from Podgorica to participate in the program of vocational training and grants for 
self-employment in order to develop their own working capacity and gain financial 
empowerment. In December 2016, Help started with the implementation of the project 
“Promotion and Protection of Human Rights of Roma and Egyptians and other Vulnerable 
Groups” supported by the European Union. This project enabled the interested Roma 
from the municipalities of Nikšić, Berane and Podgorica to apply for participation in the 
program of vocational training and grants for self-employment. Also, the opportunity 
was given to employers to hire Roma and Egyptians through practical training in their 
companies and organizations for a period of six months. NGO Phiren Amenca as interested 
employer included two young people from the Roma community. Within the same project, 
in May this year, Help organized a legal workshop on Law on Labour for two employers 
who involved eight interns and who, on this occasion, signed agreements on professional 
training. A representative of the Help pointed to the fact that employers are not interested 
in employing Roma despite subsidies6 which are available to them.

These programs, which only refer to a short-term employment, unfortunately contribute to 
inadequate annual records of unemployed members of the Roma population in the Labour 
Office. On the other hand, projects under which the Roma have the opportunity to exercise 
short-term employment affect the low level of involvement of Roma communities in 
programs of vocational training and education, after which they do not have employment.

NGO Young Roma in partnership with the NGO Hands from Herceg Novi, started with 
the implementation of the project “Increasing Employability of Long-term Unemployed 
Women - Dorra Nuova”. The project is funded by the Ministry of Finance and the EU funds. 
This pilot project included 24 long-term unemployed women from the territory of Kotor, 
Herceg Novi and Tivat, of which 15 Roma women and 9 women are from the majority 
population.

Case description

Mehmed Berisha (31) is one of the few Roma, who opted for education. He had the 
support of the community, but there were those who told him that the school was not 
for Roma because employers will not give him a job because of his ethnicity. Shortly after 
these statements, Mehmed faced discriminational behaviour that made him think that 
his compatriots were right. Mehmed decided to gain knowledge of an electrician craft. It 

6 Regulation on subsidies for employment of certain categories of unemployed persons, Official Gazette of Montenegro no. 80/2015
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was very interesting for him and he was happy when he embarked on practical training 
during high school. At the very beginning, he felt his vocation of an electrician is going 
well; that it is a craft that he will be practicing and that it will feed his family. He was the top 
of his class. He didn’t give himself this title but, as he says, teachers were saying, with no 
doubt, that he is the best and this gave him further motivation to not give up despite the 
poor economic situation in the family. However, motivation and encouragement have not 
endured the end of graduating. Mehmed was still in a period of learning the craft, when 
he had to face direct discrimination.

In the second grade, he underwent a practical training, whereat he tried to apply the 
theoretical knowledge acquired in school by working on certain objects. One of the 
practical training took place in newly built facility in Podgorica where Mehmed together 
with his friends and led by the professor, was engaged to complete the connection cables 
to the main distribution box. This is the most important part of the job as the fault is not 
acceptable, because of the possible catastrophic consequences. Professor of practical 
training knew that Mehmed knows the job and that he can carry out the task without the 
problem, under his supervision. However, soon as appeared, the owner of the building 
appeared expressed obvious displeasure with the fact that the Roma is working around 
electrical wiring of the house. While the professor was trying to point to the fact that 
Mehmed is one of the best students and that there is no need for worry, the owner has 
increasingly became more aggressive. At that moment, Mehmed did not know how to 
behave, so he stepped aside to avoid causing a bigger problem to his professor. He saw 
what was waiting for him in the future and was afraid he didn’t choose the best craft. He 
realized even then that he must find an alternative craft or business because a profession 
of electrician was obviously questionable in his case.

And so it was. After finishing school and graduating as the first Roma electrician in 
Montenegro, Mehmed encountered a situation where he could not find employment in his 
profession. Shortly after, he found a job in company which employs the largest number of 
Roma community members. He decided to apply for job at PU Čistoća. He couldn’t get job 
even there. It is assumed that this is because he didn’t have “someone’s” recommendation 
and connection. But however, he remained persistent and applied regularly for a long time 
looking for work. In the end, he was hired in the Sector for shipping and transportation 
of municipal waste. He is employed in this company for eight years now. He is one of the 
best workers.

Meanwhile, Mehmed graduated from the fourth degree in Technical High School “Vaso 
Aligrudic” in extracurricular education, which freed him from paying the costs for taking the 
difference of the subjects. Mehmed has four children, three of whom are in the education 
system. The eldest daughter is in fifth grade and since the first grade, has excellent success 
in school. He is happy for his children, but is also proud of himself because he can tell 
children that he graduated from high school, to motivate and encourage them to be 
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excellent in school. He hopes, however, he can get promotion at the job and the salary 
increase, given he now has a four-year high school diploma.

This is how Mehmed was treated by the labour market, even though he was one of the 
best students and one of the few Roma who opted for education. As I am studying for a 
much more sensitive craft, for the baker, I wonder what will happen to me.

During the field work, we came to more information and recommendation by the 
interlocutors, namely:

•	 To	create	environment	for	employment	of	Roma	after	completing	the	training	
 program;
•	 To	provide	support	to	Roma	entrepreneurship	and	employment	of	Roma	man	and	
 woman;
•	 To	increase	efforts	to	recruit	Roma	graduates	in	the	public	sector,	including	the	
 implementation of the  internship program for students;
•	 To	organize	of	the	program	for	the	acquisition	of	the	first	qualification,	with	an	
 increased proportion of women;
•	 To	develop	programs	that	will	have	a	clear	link	with	future	employment	
 opportunities and well-known employers;
•	 To	collect	data	on	the	employment	rate	of	Roma;
•	 To	implement	special	local	programs	for	women’s	employment	and	family	business	
 by providing special incentives in the form of funds and soft loans and free 
 bookkeeping services.
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DELAYED CITIZENSHIP

Author

Agim Gaš, student at the Faculty of Law, University of Montenegro

Summary

Bajram Šalja (38) a domicile Roma from Podgorica, is a part of group which is facing 
the problem of civil registration. In 2007, when Montenegro gained independence, the 
majority of Roma in Montenegro lost Montenegrin citizenship. Several Roma children who 
were born in Montenegro and who were registered at birth also face this problem. One of 
them is a nine year old son of Bajram Šalja, Ernad. In May 2013, the family submitted the 
application for registration and citizenship to the Regional Unit of the Administrative and 
Internal Affairs within Ministry of Interior in Podgorica. Bajram filed the same request two 
more times, but unfortunately, after four years of trying, failed to resolve the Montenegrin 
citizenship for small Ernad, who was born in Podgorica. Third, and the last request, was 
submitted on 16/01/2017.

Problem to be solved

Regulation of the legal status of the Roma is one of the priorities of the Government of 
Montenegro and the region and a prerequisite for the realization of all other rights of this 
community. The Montenegrin Government is making efforts to resolve this issue, especially 
in case of displaced Roma, refugees and asylum seekers, who are faced with a lack of identity 
documents. The National Roma Council and few civil society organizations suggested several 
times that domicile Roma are neglected in the last few years and that the entire focus is 
on displaced persons and refugees from Kosovo. Agreement between the Governments of 
Kosovo and Montenegro on subsequent registration of internally displaced persons residing 
in Montenegro in the civil registers of citizens of the Republic of Kosovo and its protocols 
for the implementation of the Agreement on Readmission of Persons without a Residence 
Permit was signed on 19 May 2011 in Budva. Memorandum of Understanding between the 
Ministry of Interior of Montenegro, the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare of Montenegro 
and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in order to implement the Strategy 
for Permanently Resolving the Issue of Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons and the 
Final Resolution of the Legal Status of This Category of Persons was signed in early 2014. 
The Operational Team, which consists of representatives of institutions directly coordinating 
further activities on the ground, was also established in order to facilitate the process of 
and increase number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) who apply for legal status 
before the start of 2015. The combined biometric mobile teams of the Ministry of Interior of 
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Montenegro, Ministry of Interior and the Civil Registration Agency of Kosovo, UNHCR and 
the NGO “Legal Centre” are intensively providing legal and practical assistance to IDPs from 
Kosovo, which reside in Montenegro since the end of the 90s. 7

With the financial support of the OSCE and UNHCR, during the second half of 2014, 2015 
and 2016, a total of 11 five-day working visits were made to Konik camp and all the other 
camps, and private homes on the south and the north of Montengro. During all these visits, 
a total of 1335 IDPs was provided with specific legal and administrative assistance and 
support. However, the problem of regulating the legal status is still a major challenge. This is 
also confirmed by the official data of the competent institutions indicating that 600 to 650 
persons have legal status unresolved. 

Law on Montenegrin Citizenship in Article 29 states that the competent authority is 
required to decide on the acquisition and cessation of Montenegrin citizenship within 
six months from the date of initiation of proceedings. The decision is made in writing and 
must include an explanation and instruction on legal remedy. A large number of domicile 
Roma, who had resolved legal status or citizenship of Montenegro, lost Montenegrin 
citizenship after the country regained independence in 2007 and automatically acquired 
citizenship of Serbia. This caused many problems to a number of Roma in Montenegro, 
especially because one cannot access the labour market without legal status. Through 
daily communication with the domicile Roma community, we have identified several 
persons who are facing with long bureaucratic procedures and inadequate actions of the 
competent institutions in the regulation of their documentation. One of them became 
our case study. 

Case description

Bajram Šalja (38) and his wife lost citizenship after Montenegro regained independence 
in 2007 given their parents originate from Kosovo. In 2008, the couple had a baby Ernad, 
who was registered in the Birth Registry, but not in the Registry of Citizens because his 
parents did not have Montenegrin citizenship at that time. Bajram says the process of 
collecting and submitting documents for him and his wife for admission into Montenegrin 
citizenship was long and complicated. In March 2012, Bajram was granted Montenegrin 
citizenship, while his wife gained citizenship status in November the same year. 

Given they regulated citizenship, they decided to submit application for registration 
and obtaining citizenship for his son Ernad in May 2013. They were told by the Regional 
Unit for the Administrative and Internal Affairs of the MoI in Podgorica that they will be 
informed on the results of the request within one year. After 10 months, Bajram inquired 
for information on his application and only then he was told that his wife, Ernad’s mother, 

7 Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016
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did not sign the request and that she ought to come to their premises to do so. He received 
no answer to the question why he was not previously informed of such omission. Later it 
turned out, however, that Bajram’s wife has signed the application, but that his signature 
is missing. He signed again, even though he was sure he had already done it, otherwise he 
would not be able to submit the request. 

Few months later, Bajram again asked about for the request and was informed that the law 
changed in the meantime and documentation from Serbia is no long valid, but he must 
submit new documentation to confirm that the child is not registered in the territory of 
Kosovo. Two years after, Bajram had to prove that the child was not enrolled in Kosovo, 
although there is evidence that he was born in Podgorica. To mitigate this issue, Bajram 
addressed to the representative of the NGO Legal Centre, Sabit Pajazitaj, who instructed 
him to write a request to the MoI to obtain official confirmation by email from the Ministry 
of Interior of Kosovo. Once this was done, Bajram was informed he will soon be notified 
of the status of his application. However, having received no information from the MoI 
in Podgorica, he went to Kosovo on his own in late 2015 and obtained the necessary 
confirmation that the child is not registered in the territory of Kosovo. In January 2016, he 
submitted complete documentation for the second time.

He received no reply although he asked for information several times. In January 2017, 
at the counter where he submitted a request, he was informed that the application was 
rejected in June 2016 because the documentation is outdated and that he must obtain 
new documentation again. Although he learned about this decision with the eight-month 
delay, Bajram submitted request for acquisition of Montenegrin citizenship for her son 
Ernad for the third time in January 2017. After two months, during the verification of the 
results of the application, he received information that the officer working on the case is 
on sick leave, but Bajram may periodically inquire about the results.

By the conclusion of the study, Bajram has not received information on whether the small 
Ernad will be entered in the Register of Citizens of Montenegro. Bajram says that four years 
and three submitted requests were not sufficient to solve the question of citizenship for 
Ernad. He is suspicious of the next excuse by the Ministry of Interior.

During the field work, we came to more information and recommendation by the 
interlocutors, namely:

•	 To	provide	for	a	consistent	application	of	the	Law	on	Citizenship;
•	 To	facilitate	the	procedure	of	obtaining	the	necessary	documentation	from	Kosovo	
 through cooperation  of relevant institutions of Kosovo and Montenegro;
•	 To	continue	with	registration	or	subsequent	entry	of	persons	born	in	Montenegro	
 into Birth Registry through the administrative process led by to the regional
 units of the Ministry of Interior.
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CATCHING A STEP

Authors

Almedina Jašaraj, graduate of the High School of Economics „Mirko Vešović“, Department: 
Technician of Economics and Serdjan Baftijari, student of the Faculty of Political Science, 
Department for international relations and diplomacy

Summary

There has been progress in the inclusive education of Roma children in the last decade. 
However, due to the strategic goal of the Government to include higher number of children 
in the education system, priority is given to quantity versus quality in this proces. Girl B.G. 
(12) is a seventh grade pupil of the elementary school “Bozidar Vukovic Podgoričanin”. By 
the fifth grade, she attended a branch department of this school which was located within 
the refugee camp Konik II. In a conversation with her father Faruk, we learned that the B.G., 
although in the seventh grade, is sadly illiterate. This girl has not managed to learn to read 
and write or perform basic mathematical operations such as addition and subtraction. By 
moving to the main school in the fifth grade she is facing major obstacles in catching up 
with classes and mastering the teaching material. She regularly attends school and has 
good manners, but more than 40% of her score is insufficient. School implements the 
program “Literacy class”, but B.G. does not want to attend this program.

Problem to be solved

One of the main challenges faced by the Roma, Europe’s largest minority, is education. 
Education is, for many Roma children, the key to break the barriers of prejudice and 
poverty. Due to the low level of education, Roma children are doomed to failure when 
they grow up. In Montenegro, in the past ten years, progress has been made in the field 
of inclusive education. A growing number of Roma children enrolled in primary school.
The Ministry of Education found that 38% of adult Roma and Egyptians have no education, 
that only 17% have completed primary school, while the rest of the population attended, 
but not completed elementary school. Only 6% of adult Roma and Egyptians have 
completed three-year vocational schools, while the percentage of the population that has 
completed a four-year school is only 2.2%. Lack of education has a negative impact on 
their employment opportunities, as well as the ability to provide adequate support for 
their children who are in the process of education.

The educational structure of Roma is much lower than that of the average for the general 
population and the average of all national minorities in Montenegro. The low level of 
education, in addition to other factors, such as unemployment, slow integration and 
discrimination contribute to the generational poverty of Roma.
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The exclusion of Roma children from the education system is a problem of enormous 
proportions that exists in all European societies inhabited by Roma population. According 
to reports of the organization “Save the Children”, as many as half of Roma children in 
the EU have never gone to school, while only 76% of Roma and Egyptian children go to 
primary school. Early dropout from primary school is a key problem in the education of 
Roma children. Department of Education of Montenegro follows the work and success 
of Roma and Egyptian pupils and students throughout the school year. As part of the 
project “Case Management” teams were formed to monitor children at risk of dropping 
out in Podgorica, Niksic and Berane. Teams are specialized in monitoring and preventing 
dropout school, they meet monthly and bring together relevant actors in order to identify 
problems and prevent dropout of children who are at risk8. 

The data indicate that over 11% of Roma children drop out of school due to adverse 
social conditions, including poverty, social segregation, lack of family support, and early 
marriage.9 This means that after the dropout, out of the total number of Roma and Egyptian 
children who enrol in basic education, only around 68% finish the process compared to 
the total number of other children of that age. According to the data of Ministry for Human 
and Minority Rights, 76% of Roma children are enrolled in the elementary schools.10  Every 
fourth child from the Roma and Egyptian communities does not enter primary education. 
A particular problem is dropping out from primary school, which is almost inexistent in 
the majority population. The Law on Elementary Education prescribes that elementary 
education is compulsory for all children aged six to fifteen. The State has an obligation to 
ensure that all mentioned children attend school.11

Due to the high dropout rates and incomplete coverage of Roma children enrolling in 
primary schools, out of all children in that age group, only 49% enrol in secondary school, 
while every fifth child does not enrol in high school.

In academic season 2016/17, a total of 588 students of Roma and Egyptian population 
in Podgorica were enrolled in primary school “Bozidar Vukovic Podgoričanin”. This school 
has the highest number of Roma and Egyptian children. In order to achieve better 
outcomes for these children school organizes a set of activities, including literacy classes 
for children who are in the higher classes, but did not master reading and writing. Every 
day they organize transport for the 375 students who were divided into seven city 
schools (“Bozidar Vukovic Podgoričanin”,“21st May”, “Marko Miljanov”, “Savo Pejanović”, 
“Vuk Karadžić”,“Vladimir Nazor” and “Oktoih”). In the 2016/17 academic year, 67 students 
enrolled in the first grade of primary school. Regional unit of Primary School “Božidar 
Vuković Podgoricanin”, which was located within the refugee camp Konik II was closed 
with the end of school year 2015/16. However, such a segregated regional school unit left 

8 Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016
9 Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016
10 The study of social status and social inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro, February 2016
11 Law on Education, Art. 4
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lasting, negative consequences for a considerable number of Roma children attending 
classes in this unit. This is confirmed by the case of girl that we will show in our study.

The Ministry for Human and Minority Rights each year allocates funds for providing free 
textbooks for students of Roma and Egyptian population for I, II and III grade.12 Ministry 
has continued the activities of providing funds for scholarships for high school students 
and college students of this population during 2016. In the 2015/2016 academic year, the 
high school was attended by 99 students, and 67scholarships were provided for those 
who signed the statement that they are Roma and Egyptians. From these, 90% successfully 
completed the class. College studies were attended by 20 students. In the academic year 
2016/17, 103 children were enrolled in preschools, 1,617 pupils enrolled in elementary 
schools, 112 students enrolled in high schools, out of who 95 lodged requests to Roma 
Education Fund for scholarships. 20 students of Roma and Egyptian population enrolled 
in colleges, out of who 16 entered the scholarship program.

Case study description

Twelve year old B.G. is a student of the seventh grade of elementary school “Bozidar Vukovic 
Podgoricanin”. By the fifth grade, she attended a regional unit of this school, located in a 
refugee camp in Konik II. In a conversation with her father Faruk, we learned that the B.G. 
is sadly illiterate, although she is in the seventh grade. This girl has not mastered reading 
and writing during the first four years. By moving to the main school, she is facing major 
obstacles in monitoring teaching and mastering the material. More than 40% of her score 
is insufficient.

The notebooks contents this twelve-year old is worrying. In a conversation with the girl 
and examining the notebooks, we concluded that she very poorly understands the basic 
concepts that are taught in the second and in the third grade of primary school. She 
doesn’t know how to read and write properly. B.G. is also not able to distinguish the letters 
U and V, and she needs more time to read the words that contain more than seven letters. 
She is not using written Latin letters because she has not yet learned it, and is not sure 
whether she will be able to learn it by the end of primary school.

The school, attended by B.G., often faces with the issue of illiteracy of Roma children in 
the higher grades, which have not mastered the material from the lower grades. This is 
specially the case with the children who attended a regional unit in the camp Konik II. 
Therefore, the school implemented the program “Literacy Classes” for all children who 
have not mastered reading and writing. B.G. does not attend this program. Father Faruk 
says she is embarrassed by the other children because she often cannot recognize a letter 
or word, and then does not know how to read it, so this discourages her to attend literacy 
classes. He went to the school to talk to the class teacher of his daughter and introduce 

12 Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016
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them to the fact that he and his wife are illiterate and that they can’t help their child with 
this. “I would like my child to complete primary school and to be literate, to continue 
schooling after primary school and progress, and not to suffer my fate.”

Class teacher of B.G. says she’s not sure how to help her. Knowledge of B.G. is at a very low 
level and teacher believes that girls should start from the beginning, from the alphabet, 
which in hard to make up for in the seventh grade. Girl B.G. says the current class teacher 
tries hard with her, but that it is very difficult for her to monitor and master new material.

Will the girl B.G. by the end of elementary school equip herself with the most powerful 
weapon, i.e., education, in order to fight for a better life and acquire high-quality knowledge 
to herself to ensure a better future?

During the field work, we came to more information and recommendation by the 
interlocutors, namely: 

•	 To	introduce	and	strengthen	the	role	of	an	assistant	in	the	social	inclusion	of	Roma	
 and Egyptians in the field of education;
•	 To	involve	Roma	NGOs	dealing	with	education	in	extracurricular	school	activities;
•	 To	provide	for	comprehensive	implementation	of	all	measures	in	the	field	of	
 education in the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptian 2016-2020;
•	 To	continue	with	practice	of	provision	of	free	textbooks	for	all	Roma	and	Egyptian	
 children in primary school;
•	 To	apply	in	practice	the	measure	2.3.7	of	the	Strategy,	which	provides	student	
 volunteer practice in order to individually work with children who have poor results 
 at school;
•	 To	strengthen	the	role	and	work	of	the	teams	who	accompany	children	who	are	at	
 risk of dropping out from school.
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 “THE FAITH OF ROMANI LANGUAGE DEPENDS ON „ECTS“ CREDITS”

Author

Gaši Soni, student at High School of Economics „Mirko Vešović“, Department: Economics, 
Law and Administration

Summary

The of lack of teachers who would perform teaching in Romani language is one of the main 
reasons why Roma children do not learn their mother tongue in primary schools. Elvis Berisa, 
a Roma student, decided to address institutions which regularly express their willingness to 
support Roma students to study the Roma language in the region by awarding scholarships. 
This is the reason why Elvis was sure that the Ministry of Education and the Ministry for Human 
and Minority Rights will provide him with scholarship that would enable him to study the 
Romani language and literature (Romistics) at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb. However, 
not only he encountered the opposite response, but was deprived of far more information he 
requested by email, such as request for free access to information and even filing a complaint 
to the Agency for Personal Data Protection. Elvis is still waiting for answers from the relevant 
institutions to support his Romistics studies in Zagreb, but he is not so sure he’ll get it. 

Problem to be solved

The issue of language, culture and identity of Roma deserves special attention. Montenegro, 
however, has no organized mechanisms for the protection of Roma identity. What makes the 
problem even bigger is the fact that self-identification of Roma is usually defined negatively, as 
opposed to the majority population. Due to this, there is increased level of discrimination and 
stigmatization of the Roma population, and thus one can rightly talk about the vulnerability of 
the Romani language today.

Romani language is an inseparable part of the identity of the Roma community. In Montenegro, 
the Romani language is spoken by 5169 persons. Montenegro is a signatory of the European 
Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, but despite that, the Romani language is not in 
official use. The Constitution of Montenegro says that the official languages of Montenegro is 
Montenegrin, while in paragraph 3 states that the Serbian, Bosnian, Albanian and Croatian are 
in official use, while Romani language is not mentioned. The Romani language is recognized as 
a separate minority language, but is not included in the education system. The reason for this 
is, as outlined in the reports on the implementation of the Charter for Regional and Minority 
Languages, the fact that Romani language is not standardized and due to the lack of teachers 
who could perform teaching in the Romani language. As a consequence, Roma pupils are 
enrolled in vocational schools where teaching is conducted in Montenegrin or Albanian.
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Article 10 of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities to which 
Montenegro committed, guarantees the right of every person belonging to a national 
minority to be informed promptly in the native language of the reasons for his arrest 
and of the nature and cause of the accusation against him and to defend themselves in 
their mother language with the free assistance of an interpreter. Roma are deprived of 
this right, which indicates the presence of anti-Roma discrimination in misdemeanour 
and criminal proceedings. The Ministry of Justice appointed a total of 40 persons as 
interpreters - translators for the Albanian language which is in the opinion of the courts, 
whereat Albanians make up a significant part of the population, enough to apply the 
implementation of Article 9 of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages13. 
Unfortunately, a single interpreter is provided for the Romani language. Hence, Roma are 
practically deprived of free access to courts and the right to a fair trial in the processes in 
which they participate.

Support in achieving results and continuing education of Roma children through the 
teaching of the Romani language in primary schools is of a crucial importance. Members 
of minority nations and other minority national communities have the right to education 
in their mother tongue. Law on Primary Education stipulates that in schools where 
there is a significant percentage of minority students appropriate curriculum should be 
practiced, which includes teaching of the mother tongue in primary school and inclusion 
of thematic sections in educational programs related to the history and culture of the 
minority community. Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of 
Roma and Egyptians 2016-2020 for the year 2016 does not confirm that the activities of 
this type are being conducted.

The survey from 2016 implemented by the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights 
(MoHMR) found that 33% members of Roma households speak only Romani language at 
home. While almost 40% of the Roma population has poor knowledge of the Montenegrin 
language. In addition, over 45% of Roma do not read and do not write in Montenegrin 
language, with 20% of those read and write, but with difficulties. Data show that fewer 
than 15% of Roma are able to identify TV programs in the Romani language. On the other 
hand, less than 4% of the Roma are able to recall some advertising that promotes the 
rights of Roma.14

In 2014, the MHMR published the Romani abecedari as an informal Romani primer and a 
teaching tool. Since 2014, there has been a step further towards an informal learning of 
Romani language through four workshops in Niksic, Podgorica, Herceg Novi and Berane15. 
In September 2015, MHMR and the Ministry of Education and the Institute for Textbooks 
and Teaching Aids, published the first Montenegrin - Romani and Romani - Montenegrin 

13 Fourth Report of Montenegro on the implementation of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages
14 Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians 2016-2020
15 Fourth Report of Montenegro on the implementation of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages
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dictionary16. On occasion of the Romani Language Day, 5th November, the MHMR distributed 
primers for informal learning of Romani language and sweet gifts to children in kindergarten 
Djina Vrbica in Konik. MHMR also organized summer and winter camps for twenty Roma and 
Egyptian children in primary schools, whereat informal workshops on the cultural values of the 
Roma community were also organized.

Due to lack notion of the Roma identity, the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians 
in Montenegro 2016-2020 encourages various activities against discrimination of Roma on the 
basis of a positive identity and values of Roma culture. However, measures to create conditions 
and training of personnel for conducting classes in Romani language are missing out. 

In February 2017, NGO Phiren Amenca organized a visit to the Ministry of Human and Minority 
Rights for a group of young Roma. Young Roma men and women were received by the Minister 
Mehmed Zenka. On the imitative of the Phiren Amenca, the Minister expressed willingness to 
support two Roma students annually with scholarships for studying Romani language and 
literature at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb.

Case description

Elvis Berisa (26), student at the Faculty of Law, is one of the few students from this community. 
In September 2016, Elvis addressed the Ministry of Education by email with a request to obtain 
information on whether the Ministry supports the study of the Romani language outside of 
Montenegro and if there any employment opportunities in educational institutions after 
obtaining the title of graduate professor of Romani language. In his addressing, he asked for 
support in the form of scholarship for the study at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb, where 
he planned to enrol to the master studies. The Ministry of Education informed him by phone 
that he cannot be supported because the program of Romistics is conducted in four-semester 
period with a total of 120 ECTS. Apparently, to teach a Romani language in schools, a candidate 
has to pass at least 240 ECTS and complete undergraduate and postgraduate studies in the 
area. 

Upon receiving this information, Elvis requested for an official response in writing by 
representatives of the Ministry of Education. However, he has not received an official response 
ever since. Afterwards, he wrote to the Cabinet of the then Minister of Education, Predrag 
Boskovic and his deputies with a request to reconsider the possibility of providing scholarships 
for Romistics in Zagreb, adding in a part of the study program, which is approved by all European 
scientific institutions. The Cabinet of the Minister Boskovic has never responded, and although 
Elvis tried to telephone to remind them, he was just pointed further to the Deputy Ministers and 
other departments that claimed they were not responsible for that kind of cases. 

16 The authors of the Dictionary are Latif Demir, professor of Romani language, culture and literature, Nevsija Durmiš, professor of 
Romani language and prof. Fatime Demir
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Later, representatives from the Ministry of Education notified Elvis to visit the web site of 
this Ministry as it announced a competition for scholarships for the study of the Romani 
language in the region. Scrolling through the website of the Ministry of Education, Elvis 
did not meet the aforementioned competition. After several weeks of trying to get in 
touch with representatives of the Ministry of Education by phone, Elvis was once again 
deprived of response and information about the competition and application method. He 
then addressed the Ministry for Human and Minority Rights, considering that this ministry 
expressed willingness to support Roma students interested in studying the Romani 
language. Yet, he was told that his issue is in the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education.

NGO Phiren Amenca submitted an application for access to information which by they 
requested all information about scholarships and competition, which the Ministry of 
Education reportedly announced for scholarships for Roma students and studying of the 
Romani language in the region. The Ministry did not respond within the statutory period 
of 15 days from the date of application, or thereafter. Hence, Phiren Amenca filed an appeal 
to the Agency for Protection of Personal Data. Unfortunately, the Agency for Protection 
of Personal data, which was supposed to notify the complainant of the case within 15 
days, provided no information. Such behaviour of the related institutions indicates a 
disregard for and violation of the respectful legislation. This also confirms the fact that the 
country and its institutions do not recognize nurture of Romani language and culture as 
an important segment for Roma education.

On 1 December, during a Public Forum in Podgorica, representatives of the Ministry of 
Education said there are no schools in the region which provide programs for studying 
the Romani language and literature at the undergraduate level. Elvis then pointed to the 
fact that the Ministry of Education did not properly consider the potential faculties with 
these programs, as they should prior to the announcement of the alleged competition for 
scholarships. The Ministry replied they expect the new minister to correct this omission.

To conclude, Young Roma currently have no support from the state to study the Romani 
language, although representatives of the institutions of the system constantly invite 
Roma to be actively involved in the protection and preservation of the Roma identity. Elvis 
is still waiting for answers from the Ministry of Education on where to achieve 240 ECTS 
credits and whether then he can earn their support.
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During the field work, we came to more information and recommendation by the 
interlocutors, namely: 

•	 The	Ministry	of	Education	and	the	Ministry	for	Human	and	Minority	Rights	should	
 provide scholarships  for Roma students interested in studying the Romani 
 language and literature;
•	 A	court	interpreter	for	the	Romani	language	should	be	provided;
•	 Consistent	application	of	the	Law	on	Primary	Education	is	needed.	This	law	states	
 that in schools where there is a significant percentage of minority, students should 
 be administered with the proper curriculum, which includes teaching of the 
 mother tongue in primary school and inclusion of thematic sections in educational 
 programs related to the history and culture of these minority communities;
•	 Action	plans	for	the	implementation	of	the	Strategy	should	envisage	measures	
 for protection and preservation of the Romani language and allocate funds for 
 their implementation.
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INVISIBLE BEFORE DEATH

Author 

Anita Beriša, student of master studies at University Donja Gorica, Department of International 
Relations

Summary

The problem of free health care for persons older than 67 years affects a large number of old 
persons, especially those from Roma community. Hasan Krasnić (69) is one of the old Roma, 
who cannot exercise the right to free health protection. He has been registered with the Bureau 
for Employment for 23 years and by regular logging, he exercised the right to free health care - 
by certifying the healthcare card up to his 67. Hasan’s health is in danger. He had two prostate 
surgeries and has by-pass installed. For two years now, he cannot certify a health card. Therefore 
he irregularly visits doctors for treatment. After several unsuccessful attempts to obtain free 
health care, Hasan addressed the NGO Phiren Amenca, which ensured that one of the successful 
Roma companies makes payment for Hasan’s tax contributions for a month to allow him to 
have a free therapy. The institutions of the system, the responsibility for solving these problems 
shift at each other. And thus, Hasan spends his last old days without health care.

Problem to be solved

The problem of health care of the Roma community in expressed and clearly recognized in 
the relevant recommendations of the European Union. All countries in the EU and neighboring 
countries identified the needs for significant improvement of health care of the Roma. 
Montenegro belongs to the European countries with a high index of aging. Number of people 
aged over 60 in relation to the total number of the population continuously increases and elders 
on many grounds are on the margins of society through talks with one of the successful Roma 
companies, especially those from the Roma community.17

Data from the Office of Statistics of Montenegro show that at the start of 2016, there were 87,514 
inhabitants older than 65 in Montenegro. According to the last census, out of 6251, only 203 
persons from the Roma community are older than 60. Roma don’t have the chance to experience 
old age. All those who live more than 60 years, live in very difficult conditions. The Law on Health 
Insurance doesn’t recognize persons older than 65 (67 according to the new regulation18) as a 
special category which should be provided free health care, nor does it prescribes it for those 
who cannot exercise this right under Article 6 of the current Law on Health Insurance.

17 The strategy for social inclusion of Roma and Egyptians 2016-2020
18 Rules on the conditions, manner of determining and evidence for determining the status of the insured health insurance who are 
not employed, “Official Gazette of Montenegro”, no. 32/2016
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According to the Ordinance on the conditions, manner of determining and evidence 
for determining the status of the health insurance of the unemployed, health insurance 
is provided to unemployed persons aged between 15 and 67 and to those who are 
not employed in accordance with the labour regulations. However, citizens over 67 in 
Montenegro, and who have not had employment, face obstacles in exercising their right to 
free health care, which they were guaranteed by the Constitution, laws and international 
regulations. What after 67 years? This question is particularly dramatic for those who fall 
into the category of less employable persons such as members of the Roma population.

This is a direct discrimination of old people, especially those from the Roma community, 
which in 95 percent of cases have no access to free health care. The Constitution of 
Montenegro guarantees social assistance to the person who is unable to work and has 
no funds for life. Also, it guarantees that everyone is entitled to health care, especially 
children, pregnant women, old people and people with disabilities if they not exercise this 
right on other grounds.

Art. 16 of the Law on Health Care states that the state ensures priority health care measures 
that are aimed at preserving and improving the health of citizens and according to the 
same law, a health care is available to all citizens older than 65.

The Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 
identifies the fact of a large part of the Roma population who has no access to health care 
as the key issue. A large number of Roma don’t have regulated legal status and therefore is 
not able to certify health card and consequently exercise access to health care. A number 
of Roma is not informed about the rights and possibilities for obtaining health care. They 
simply do not know how the system works, or have no information about it or do not 
know what specific steps to take in order to get health care. Due to low education and 
other factors, members of the Roma population lack awareness about the importance of 
preserving health. In spite of such an analysis as described in the Strategy, the Directorate 
General for Justice of the European Commission assessed, however, that the percentage 
of Roma access to the health system in Montenegro increased to as much as 95 percent. 19

Based on research of social status of Roma, which the Ministry for Human and Minority 
Rights implemented in February 2016, the key issues affecting the health care of the Roma 
population are identified. About 40% of sampled Roma assessed own health status as 
poor or very poor. In 26% of Roma households there is at least one person with serious 
health issues or disabilities and in 6% of these households there is more than one person 
with serious health status.

19 „Evaluation of the implementation of the EU framework for national Roma integration strategies, recommendations, tips on effective 
measures for the integration of Roma in the Member States - 2016“
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The Strategy envisages an increase in the level of access to health care, preventive action 
and field campaigns, and campaigns to inform and raise awareness of Roma on this issue. 
In order to increase the level of use of the availability of health care, standardization 
of vocation “Associate in the social inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in health care” is 
envisaged, and in cooperation with the German organization “Help” the training on exam 
passing was carried out through educational institutions. Action Plan for Implemention 
of the Strategy in 2016 envisaged their employment in a medical institution i.e. Health 
Care Centre in Podgorica, starting from 1. January 2017.20 However, until the closing of 
the study, the procedure of advertising the job for the reception of two medical mediators 
was not executed.

The life expectancy of Roma is 55. By comparison, life expectancy for the majority 
population in Montenegro is 76. That means that, in average, Roma live 20 years less than 
someone who is from majority population. 

Case study description

Hasan Krasnić (69), is one of the Roma aged over 67 who cannot exercise the right to free 
health care. For 23 years, he had been registered with the Bureau of Employment and by 
regular registration had the right to health care – by certifying the healthcare card up to 
his 67th birthday.

For two years now, he cannot certify a health card, so that is why he doesn’t regularly go 
to the doctor’s to be treated. He visits a doctor only when he collects enough money to 
pay for examinations and treatment prescribed. He had two prostate surgeries and has 
by-pass installed. He could not certify a health card so he addressed the Labour Bureau, 
where he was told that after the age of 67, he must address to the Pension Fund.

The Pension Fund21 sent him to the Centre for Social Work, where he was told that he 
is under the jurisdiction of the Fund. He returned to the Pension Fund where he was, 
for the second time, sent to the Centre for Social Work. In the Centre, he again received 
information that they are not responsible for his healthcare and that, if he wishes, can 
apply for healthcare and assistance, which Hasan has done. After four months he was 
told that his application was rejected on the grounds that he can take care of himself. He 
gained the impression that their proposal was only to get rid of him and that they were 
tired of him seeking his rights.
Hasan believes that it might be better if he didn’t live more than 67. He has a family of nine 
members. At the Centre for Social Welfare he was informed that he must pay contributions 
every month in the amount of 80 Euros in order to be able to exercise the right to free health 
care and taking medication in pharmacies. Hasan has not been able to pay contribution 

20 A report on the implementation of strategies for social inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for the year 2016
21 Fond penzijskog i invalidskog osiguranja Crne Gore
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for himself. He addressed the NGO “Phiren Amenca” for help. NGO Phiren Amenca sent 
a letter to the Canter for Social Welfare, the Ministry of Health and the Pension Fund in 
order to obtain information on the method of providing free health care to persons older 
than 65. Only the Social Work Centre replied that it was still under the jurisdiction of the 
Ministry of Health.

Given competent institutions have not responded to the letters, representatives of NGO 
Phiren Amenca talked with one of the successful Roma companies “Borsellino Ltd” and 
secured that the company pays contributions for Hasan for a period of one month. For this 
short-term period, Hasan was able to afford the necessary treatment. However, systemic 
solution for the long-term resolution of this problem still misses out.

Hasan, who is doubly discriminated against, cannot exercise the right to free health care 
in the 21st century. When, and whether he will be able to use the health insurance card in 
his last days, asks Hasan while looking at the uncertified health insurance card.

During the field work, we came to more information and recommendations made by 
the respondents, namely:

•	 It	is	necessary	to	amend	the	Law	n	Health	Insurance,	which	would	recognize	as	a	
 separate category for free health protection people older than 67 who cannot 
 exercise this right under Article 6 of the current Law. (This amendment would 
 allow this category to gracefully live out their old age. A special benefit would be 
 provided to people from the Roma population who in 95 percent of cases have no 
 access to free healthcare)
•	 To	provide	employment	of	Roma	health	mediators	in	healthcare	centres;
•	 To	encourage	sensitization	and	training	of	health	workers	to	work	with	the	Roma	
 population;
•	 To	provide	implementation	of	an	active	policy	of	promoting	health	focused	on	
 visits to the Roma community;
•	 To	ensure	equal	access	and	equal	availability	to	health	care	for	all.	
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NON-ARRANGED MARRIAGES

Author 

Violeta Hajrizaj, I year student at High School „Spasoje Raspopović“, Garment 
manufacturing technician

Summary

Jane Doe (16) from Podgorica is one of the few girls from the Roma and Egyptian 
community, which managed to resist parents’ intention to arrange her marriage by 
taking strong stance and devoting herself to education. She said “no” to her suitors and 
thus opposed to this negative custom of Roma and Egyptian tradition. Parent pressure 
immediately followed and Jane Doe was forced to leave her home and seek help from 
her aunt, who provided her shelter during the next three days. Now she is a student of 
one of the secondary schools in Podgorica and happy she did not let tradition ruining her 
dreams.

Problem to be solved

Child, forced and arranged marriages are part of the negative customs of the Roma and 
Egyptian communities. According to the research “Arranged marriage stronger than law” 
in 59.1% of cases, the decision on entering into the marriage is made by the parents; 52% 
of respondents state that they neither chose a partner nor a moment when they will get 
married. This decision is made either by their parents, extended family or an Old Council; 
while as many as 44.2% of girls have not met their future husbands before. The disturbing 
fact is that the abovementioned study confirmed that 72.4% of respondents enter into the 
marriage before turning the age of 18 (they usually get married at the age 12 -17).22

The minimum age for legal marriage is, in most cases, 18, but a person can get married at 
the age of 16, with the approval of the court and if the court determines that the person is 
mentally and physically prepared for marriage. Child marriage is a serious issue, particularly 
in the Roma and Egyptian community. Such marriage is considered illegal under rules of 
a common law. Arranged forced marriage is punishable by imprisonment of six months 
to five years. However, the civil sector in Montenegro has been warning for a long time 
to the failure of the Prosecutor’s Office to qualify arranged marriage as a crime. Namely, 
the Prosecutor’s Office reaches to a common law of the Roma community as a reason 
for not initiating such qualification. Such an argument encourages Roma and Egyptian 
communities to continue to nurture the negative customs and tradition. 

22 Strategy for Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians 2016-2020
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According to the data of the Police - Security Centre Podgorica, in the period from January 
2016 to March 2017, officials of the Juvenile Justice treated for a total of 8 applications, 
which contained elements of an arranged marriage and cohabitation with a minor. Also, 
according to the annual Report on the Implementation of the Strategy against Violence, 
Police Directorate reported 16 cases of forced marriages in 2016.23

An adult person who lives in an extramarital community with a minor shall be punished 
with imprisonment of three months to three years. Montenegrin Constitution guarantees 
every child the freedom to enjoy rights appropriate to his/her age and maturity. Also, 
the child is guaranteed special protection from psychological, physical, economic and 
any other exploitation or abuse. Marriage cannot be concluded by a person who has not 
attained the age of 18. Apart from this, the court may permit the marriage of a minor older 
than 16, with parental consent and in accordance with the law. By ratifying the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, Montenegro has committed to the protection of children from 
all activities that could threaten their development.24

Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 envisages 
the organization of capacity building trainings, conferences, seminars and informing the 
Roma and Egyptian communities on negative aspects of conclusion of child and forced 
marriages.

In 2016, the Ministry for Human and Minority Rights organized nine one-day trainings 
on protection against domestic violence and juvenile forced marriages among the Roma 
and Egyptian population. In cooperation with the Office for the Fight Against Human 
Trafficking, the Ministry financed the print of one thousand (1000) thematic information 
brochures on all forms of human trafficking, with a focus on arranged marriages, ways of 
self-identification of trafficked persons, as well as the existing mechanisms of assistance 
and protection for victims of trafficking in human beings / children. 

The program “Fight against trafficking in children, early and arranged marriages and forced 
begging” was accredited at the Bureau of Education with the aim to prevent early marriages 
among the Roma and Egyptian population. Government’s Office for Combating Human 
Trafficking implemented the second phase of the project, which is aimed at strengthening 
cooperation between the public authorities to recognize and proactively identify victims 
of trafficking. In the framework of this project, six two-day trainings were held, which were 
attended by 94 representatives of the centres for social welfare, Police, prosecutors, courts, 
local government, Daily and Resource Centre, civil society organizations, the Red Cross 
and Child Home “Mladost” from Bijela. Out of all persons trained through abovementioned 
workshops, 23 attended additional three-day training.25

23  According to the report Data on cases of violence against women and domestic violence from various sources in 2016, March 2017
24  Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 16
25 Report on the Implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 in 2016
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Police Officers attended a seminar “Human Trafficking”, which was organized 21-22 March 
2016 at the Police Academy in Danilovgrad. During the first half of 2016, 8 trainings on 
combating human trafficking were held. They were attended by 91 border police officers. 
Trainings were conducted by counsellors of the Office for Combating Trafficking in 
Human Beings, who were previously trained and certificated as national trainers for the 
training of border police on combating human trafficking by the European Agency for the 
Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders of the Member States of 
the EU.26   

The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in its Concluding Observations 
No. 18, 19 and 2011, adopted on 12 December 2014, expressed concern about arranged 
marriages in referring the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights in Montenegro.27

Case description

Jane Doe (16) from Podgorica is one of the few girls from the Roma and Egyptian 
community, which managed to resist parents’ intention to arrange her marriage by taking 
strong stance and devoting herself to education. She said “no” to her suitors and thus 
opposed to this negative custom of Roma and Egyptian tradition. She refused to “suitors” 
when they came to ask for her hand. “Everything - she says - happened so fast”. She did not 
know what was happening in a moment and was completely confused. Out of respect for 
suitors, her father received them in the house so he demanded, as custom dictates, that 
the young Egyptian woman appears before them.

Parents have tried to explain to her that they were only guests who had come to meet 
her, and that she should be served them with coffee. Given she knows the Roma and 
Egyptian customs, she suspected to they have come to propose to her and refused to 
meet with them. Because of this behaviour, parents tried again to persuade her that no 
marriage is discussed and that she should come out and just serve a coffee to their guests. 
She was not convinced, started to cry, thinking of how to resist. She felt betrayed by their 
parents and could not believe that they are capable of forcing her to compel or even 
worse, marry some foreigner. She felt intimidated, thinking they will force her to leave her 
home. Inconsolable and not knowing how to proceed, she tried to remember a number or 
organization that could help her to get out of this situation. Since she did not know where 
to turn, she asked for a help from her aunt, who took her for the next three agonizing and 
difficult days.

Torn in tears, she kept thinking about everything that happened to her and this so familiar 
situation of many young Roma and Egyptian women. She was not ready for marriage and 

26 Ibid
27 Available at: http://www.cedem.me/images/jDownloads_new/Izdavastvo/Studija_2017.pdf
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did not want to interrupt her education for the cause of tradition. She still cannot believe 
that forced marriages, often child marriage, persist the time. She is wondering whose duty 
it is to prevent it. Should this be done by parents, institutions or association, or all of them 
together? 

She told her story to encourage her peers to say NO to negative customs. Now, she is a 
student of one of the secondary schools in Podgorica and is pleased with the success 
she makes in school. She is happy she was able to confront the negative practice. She 
believes that her example will touch upon the parents and the entire Roma and Egyptian 
community to understand they are violating the rights of girls and how important it is 
that they do not deprive them of their education. Angry at the older leaders of the Roma 
community, who still support child and forced marriages, she wonders what relevant 
institutions and non-governmental organizations are doing when young girls need their 
help. 

Through the field work, we came across many information and recommendations by 
the respondents, namely:

•	 The	National	Roma	Council	should	actively	engage	in	informing	the	Roma	and	
 Egyptian communities about the harmful consequences of child, forced and 
 arranged marriages (it is necessary to inform parents about child rights and 
 mandatory legal measures to prevent children entering into illegal marriages);
•	 To	ensure	proper	implementation	of	the	Law	on	Primary	Education,	Article	216	of	
 the Criminal Code, Article 17 of the Family Law of Montenegro;
•	 To	organize	trainings	with	the	representatives	of	the	Prosecutor’s	Office	in	order	
 to point out the importance of qualifying child, arranged and forced marriage as a 
 crime, rather than the common law;
•	 To	initiate	further	police	investigation	to	collect	evidence	of	arranged	and	forced	
 marriages;
•	 To	organize	campaigns	in	primary	schools	on	the	topic	“Where	to	go	and	how	to	
 report underage marriage”;
•	 To	invest	efforts	towards	developing	a	system	for	the	prevention	of	early	and	
 forced marriages.
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NO ONE THERE TO HELP

Author

Enis Eminović, student of the Faculty of Philosophy in Niksic, Department of Preschool 
Education

Summary

Nine-year R.B. and her twelve-year sister H.B. are begging every day. These two girls 
from refugee camp Konik 1 can be seen begging at different locations in Podgorica 
throughout the week. They are at third and sixth class at one of primary schools in Konik. 
Their older brother (16) leads and supervises them during the begging. Not even the 
cold weather stops them from going out to streets. They say they have to beg, otherwise 
their brothers and sisters will starve. We tried to prevent begging and child exploatiation 
by logging complaints to police against their parents. However, even after talking to 
parents and warning them of negative consequences for their children, these two girls 
are still victims of street. Together with fifteen of their peers, they are begging every 
weekend in the center of Podgorica until four o’clock in the morning when nightclubs 
close up. 

Problem identification

Children and women are the two most vulnerable subgroups of Roma and Egyptian 
population.  According to the Annual report on the implementation of the Strategy for 
Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016, most child 
beggars are under the age of five. During the monitoring of the situation of Roma in 
Podgorica, NGO Phiren Amenca has been registering Roma child beggars aged from 4 to 
16. 
 
According to the Ministry of Interior, in the period from 2015 up to October 2016, major 
exploiters of children were their parents with 88 processed cases. Of these, 54 have been 
sanctioned as follows: six suspended sentences, 16 warnings, 25 fines, two acquittals, one 
suspension, two rejected and two prison sentences. In the territory of Montenegro, police 
recorded 104 cases of Roma child beggars.  
These children are exposed to various forms of abuse, neglect and violence, and are 
at the high risk of becoming victims of human trafficking and child prostitution. As a 
consequence, exclusion of these children from regular education is inevitable, having 
them growing without a corresponding family environment and the peer group.28

28 Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016
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Boys are more likely to live and work on the street than girls. Most of these children are 
asking for money, while others deal with the collection of secondary raw materials, selling 
things, washing cars, some spend their time playing in the street while the smallest 
percentage of them sleeps on the street.29 According to Montenegrin law, a child under 14 
cannot be prosecuted for begging. Therefore, the Police, in cooperation with the Center 
for Social Work, takes children to the shelter “Ljubović” where they receive the first aid, 
bathe, clothes, food, until the Center for Social Work is looking for their parents. 
Given that the highest percentage of children living on the street are Roma, in addition 
to poverty, CSWs also stress the factor of their cultural heritage, habits and behavior after 
which begging is considered a form of craft necessary for securing the existence of their 
families. The centers report that children come to the centres for social work mainly after 
reported to police, and that it rarely happens that the applications are submitted by 
the judicial authorities or schools. Centers take this for an aggravating circumstance in 
taking preventive measures in this regard. They also believe that schools, police and other 
institutions should timely inform centres for social work of all the changes and behavioral 
problems of the child, especially the frequent absence from school. The centers report 
that imprisonment of persons who incite children to beg (which are usually the parents) 
and their referral to serve the prison sentences or deprivation of parental rights, would 
only cause additional problems.30

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, to which Montenegro is a signatory, obliges 
all member states to recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic 
exploitation and from performing any work that may be hazardous or which interferes 
with the education of the child or harm the health of the child or his overall development.

According to the practical study, conducted by the NGO CEDEM, there are no systematized 
records of children who are caught begging or are at risk of exploitation. The study states 
that no institution, including the Police, submitted more detailed information on this 
category of children. It is indicative that a significant number of institutions, including the 
institution of the Protector of Human Rights and Freedoms, which drafted a special report 
on child begging in 2011 and the PU Centre “Ljubović” have precise data about children 
who are forced into begging.31

Although this issue was emphasized many times in public through media reports, the 
activities of civil society, advocacy and the like, Montenegro still has not developed effective 
policies to prevent child begging.32 The report on the implementation of the Strategy for 
Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016 states that 
the strategy envisages a series of measures to solve this problem. However, the Strategy 
provides for only two measures, namely: tightening and stricter application of existing 

29 Regional research on the prevalence of street children, led by Save the Children, 2016
30 Report on the results of surveys carried out on the protection of children from exploitation, 2013
31 Policy study of children begging in Montenegro, Podgorica, February 2017
32  Report on the implementation of the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma and Egyptians in Montenegro 2016-2020 for 2016
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legislation and direct communication with the parents of children caught begging, which 
were, unfortunately, not implemented in 2016. Stakeholders of these activities are the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Roma Council and NGOs.

At least fifteen Roma children aged 4 to 16 daily beg throughout the centre of Podgorica 
until the late hours, or until the dawn on weekends. The report on the implementation 
of the Strategy for 2016 has stated absolutely no activity carried out to prevent and 
combat child begging. This fact shows that the relevant institutions do not recognize 
the seriousness of the problem of child begging and negative consequences for these 
children.
NGOs Phiren Amenca and NGO Progressive Film started shooting a documentary about 
Roma child beggars in Podgorica in collaboration with film director Nikola Vukcevic. Film 
is to draw attention to the alarming scene in Podgorica of Roma child beggars and lack of 
care about them. 

Case descriptio

Nine-year R.B. and her twelve-year sister H.B. are begging every day. These two girls from 
refugee camp Konik 1 can be seen begging at different locations in Podgorica throughout 
the week. Their older brother (16) leads and supervises them during the begging. Their 
day starts with begging at the so-called City district. The “territory” of these girls is the 
entrance to the biggest shopping center in Podgorica, Delta City. In the afternoon, they 
head toward George Washington Boulevard, where they move between lanes, ambushed 
cars and seek “10 cents” at what is known as the almost busiest traffic area. Not even the 
cold weather stops them from going out to streets. Thus, sisters R.B. and H.B. even after an 
exhaustive day, have strengths to stretch out the hand and seek for alm until the morning 
hours. They say they have to beg, otherwise their brothers and sisters will starve. 

In an interview with the sisters R.B. and H.B., we tried to find out they regularly attend 
school and whether someone force them to beg. At the beginning of the conversation, 
sisters were frightened and refused to communicate asking not to be interrogated. After 
three hours of begging, the sisters went their separate ways as one of them leaned on the 
sidewalk, while the other continued to beg money from citizens, who went drunk out of 
nightclubs. The younger sister R.B, replaced the warm bed, that every child deserves, with 
the eaves near the famous Buddha Bar, where she slept heavily half an hour. During this 
time, people were passing by the nine-year-old without noticing her. Even the heavy rain 
was not the reason enough to stop by and check whether the R.B. is alive. In addition to 
blind citizens, not even the police, which was intensively patrolling the streets near R.B., 
registered this girl freezing on the cold sidewalk beneath the eaves. It is not the first time 
that people pass by her as if she was invisible. There are cases when citizens are physically 
harassing her and her sister.
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During the monitoring of Roma child begging, on 12 March 2017, a negligent and 
unprofessional performance of duty police officer was evidented. Namely, the officer was 
roughly waving hands, using insulting words towards the Roma child beggars. He failed to 
take necessary legal measures and activities to identify and provide protection to young 
children. Researcher of human rights violation from NGO Phiren Amenca documented 
police officer’s behaviour. At 12:04 AM, Police was reported that Roma children are 
begging in front of the pizzeria “Presto” in Hercegovacka street. However, even though 
several members of the police were near the place where the children were begging, 
among which were R.B and H.B., none of them reacted upon logging. 

During the visit to parents of R.B. and H.B. in the Konik Camp, they said they have never had 
problems with the police because their children beg. Also, they have never been warned 
by a single police officer or social worker for illegal begging and neglect. When they see 
their children begging, police officers do not react, bu tell them to get away. After they are 
gone, children go back to begging again.

Phiren Amenca researcher warned the parents of underage girls that city centre is 
overwhelmed with suspicious people, alcoholics, drug users, thieves, and other people 
who may abuse their children. The parents of the two girls claim they and their younger 
sister regularly attend school. The three of them are attending the second, third and sixth 
class in a primary school in Konik. They do not receive social assistance because they have 
regulated legal status.

Parents of the two girls who daily beg on the streets, find an exuse for such exploatation 
in a difficult financial situation of the family and the fact that competent institutions, 
especially the Centre for Social Welfare and the Police, do not trigger criminal charges 
against them for neglecting their children as they are in poor social situation. 

Will R.B and H. B. one day cease to beg and have a dignified childhood? 

During the field work we came to more information and recommendations by the 
respondents, namely:

•	 The	police	should	take	all	legal	measures	and	activities	on	a	daily	basis	in	order	
 to prevent and combat child begging without the requirement for someone to 
 submit a complaint. Particular attention should be paid during the weekends and 
 late hours when children are on the street alone;
•	 Centre	for	Social	Welfare	in	cooperation	with	the	police,	schools	and	other	
 institutions and organizations that come into contact with children who beg, 
 should establish a system of registration of children living or begging on the 
 streets;
•	 It	is	necessary	to	adopt	secondary	legislation	which	would	prescribe	penalties	for	
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 persons who give money to beggars because by giving money they encourage 
 begging;
•	 To	continue	proper	realization	of	the	activities	envisaged	by	the	Strategy	for	Social	
 Inclusion of Roma 2016-2020;
•	 To	estabslih	direct	communication	with	parents	of	children	caught	in	beggary;
•	 To	punish	a	parent,	adoptive	parent,	guardian	or	other	person,	who	by	heavy	
 negligence of his duty of care and upbringing, neglects a minor he is obliged to 
 take care of, with penalties such as a minimum sentence of imprisonment or 
 community service for a period of one month;
•	 To	establish	the	institution	which	will	accommodate	the	children	who	are	caught	
 begging.
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INSTEAD OF CONCLUSION

Mustafa Krasnić (17) was born in Germany where he completed two years of primary 
school. In the age of nine, Mustafa and his family, returned to live in Podgorica like many 
other Roma families. On the way back, he faced many obstacles, one of which is the 
language barrier at school. With the support of parents, school, and a lot effort, Mustafa 
became the first Roma to receive “Torch” 33 award. 

My parents are aware of the importance of education and I was enrolled in the first grade 
of elementary school “Bozidar Vukovic Podgoričanin” upon my return. I was nine years 
old and I could not speak the Montenegrin language, but me and my two-year younger 
brother Anton, tried hard to overcome the language barrier. It was easier because we were 
attending the same class. The knowledge I gained in Germany was very useful for me. 
However, I was the oldest in he class, which started bothering me after some time. Yet, I 
was trying to ignore the fact I was almost three years older than all fellows from my class. 
All the “A”s I started recieving gave me the strength not to stop trying and be active in 
the classroom. The fact I did not know the Montenegrin language well did not prevent 
me from attending classes regularly and doing my homework. A teacher Djina Jankovic, 
provided me with daily unselfih help in clarifying materials and tasks. I’m sure a lot of small 
children would be able to read and write if each teacher were doing their job as teacher 
Djina does. She motivated me to continue my education.

Years passed, my knowledge of the language increased, while number of “A”s grew 
every day.  What remained the same is that I was still the oldest in the class. This was 
followed by a conversation with several teachers and the school principal, Ms Ljubinka. 
After consultations with them, the principal has enabled me to pass the seventh grade 
extracurricularly. Although I was moved to a new class with new buddies, I was not sorry 
to have left a brother and his friends with whom I spent six classes together. I got a new 
motivation to learn, I felt no more uncomfortable because of the large age difference. My 
great success was encouraging me. With the support of all teachers and the school, by 
the end of primary school, I managed to make my parents, who were the biggest support 
during my schooling, proud. I finished the ninth grade, and as a result of my hard work and 
great success was awarded the diploma “Torch”. This was the first time that diploma of such 
kind that came into the hands of one of Roma in Montenegro. On the day of the award of 
the diploma, I was thrilled. I realized that I made my parents, teachers and other members 
of the school administration, even the workers who maintain hygiene in school happy. 
That day we were all finally able to say out loud: “I, a Romani children from uneducated 
parents, leave school with same success as children whose parents are doctors, lawyers, 
engineers and the like”. Since that day, I became even more aware of how much education 
can help me in life and that it is the only way to which I should aspire.

33 This award (Luča) is given to all “A” students.
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The end of my primary school was actually the beginning of my new life. The new start 
began with further education in the Gymnasium “Slobodan Škerović”. The first step in the 
school put me into temptation. On entering the courtyard of the Gymnasium, everyone 
was looking at me as if I “fell from Mars”, but I did not mind, I was prepared to such 
reactions. During the first month of school, class mates and teachers believed that I am 
already a father of two, since I entered high school at age of 17. I heard this rumours and 
made it clear that this was not true. Over time, I proved my friends that I was a “normal” 
guy and I think now they are very happy to have met me. I have managed to break the 
stereotypes and prejudices of many that all Roma are dirty and thieves. I’m sorry I had to 
prove myself twice as hard, and I regret our society for still believing it is not normal for 
Roma to educate and be an excellent student.

I wonder what senior leaders from the Roma community and entiry society have been 
doing so far. Anyway, I’m happy that a new generation of educated Roma has grown. I hope 
that we, the youngsters, given the older Roma leaders did not, will be living examples for 
having created anenvironment in which young Roma generations will not have to prove 
to society they are equal.
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