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All evils of “fate”


The “Panhellenic Census Study Investigating Social Habitation Conditions and Needs of Greek Roma Citizens”, which took place last fall in 700 households, gives us a multi-faceted picture of the destitute living conditions of the large majority of the around 200,000 Greek Roma. Responsible for the study was the Panhellenic Inter-municipal Network for the Support of Greek Roma Citizens - ROM Network and its funding was in the context of EU actions.





So, according to this study, confirming data of older studies, around 60% of the Roma have not attended school at all, and 24% has not completed primary education. It is not only the older age group who are organically or functionally illiterate, but also the younger age group, who drop out of school because they are unable to follow classes, because of language among other reasons, without any support. The situation is also bleak regarding employment and health-medical care. The exclusion of the Roma from the labor market, which is a given, has chain consequences on every expression of their life, with the also known result of social marginalization. In health matters: around 45% suffer from a chronic health problem, hepatitis is an important problem, despite the lack, because of the answers, of reliable data, 70% has serious dental problems and in general the life expectancy of the Roma is low. Only 1.5% gets to be older than 70.





Tents are not a “cultural choice”


And we get to the housing of the Greek Roma. 57.5% live in “houses” (under a roof, to be exact), 38% live mostly in shacks and tents, while the remaining 4.5% live in prefabricated homes, old vehicles and hovels. When we say “they live”, we mean they are piled one upon the other, because -as is well known- Roma families are large. All “homes” lack basic comforts. 5.2% of houses and 52.7% of shacks do not have a kitchen. 19.9% of houses lacks a bathroom, while 6.5% doesn’t even have a toilet. For shacks, the relevant proportions are 89.8% (no bathroom) and 74% (no toilet).





The connection of homes to the basic infrastructure networks is another tragic story. Only half of all homes (55%) are connected directly to the Public Electricity Corporation (DEI) network, about 35% use ‘borrowed’ electricity or generators, and 10% use oil lamps or ‘lux’ lamps for lighting. The problem of water supply is equally widespread. Again, only half of all homes (56%) are directly connected to the water supply network. 14% borrow water from neighbors or use a common water supply and 30% haul water over a distance. The sanitation network covers only 30% of all homes, while there is a proportion of 22% who relieve themselves… in the fields. As for telephone: 37% do not even have a telephone.


 


The general picture emerging from the ROM Network study on housing conditions of Roma households is not different from the picture previously given by another study on the Roma. That study was the “Study of a Draft Program for Addressing the Immediate Housing Problems of the Greek Roma”, which was done in 1999 by the Research Department of the Public Corporation of Urban Planning, Housing and Shelter (DEPOS).





A well-documented study awaits implementation





The DEPOS study, after presenting the immense housing and infrastructure problems of the Roma, proposes a series of principles and policy directions for their resolution. According to the researchers, the most appropriate and suitable forms of shelter and housing assistance are the following:





Provision of a building lot for free or with a substantial grant, including infrastructure and a small extensible core housing unit, with or without the obligation to repay a favorable housing loan.





Provision of a ready-made house from the old and cheap housing supply of the area, with or without the obligation to repay a favorable housing loan.





A grant for improving an existing house (addition of a bathroom, repair etc).





Urban planning improvements and supply of infrastructure to existing settlements.





Creation of organized areas for temporary residence of “transit” or seasonal visitors, either stand-alone, or as part of a permanent settlement.





According to our information, the Panhellenic Federation of Greek Roma Associations is in agreement to the DEPOS proposals. But no official answer has been given by the state. And, because it seems that it will not be given any time soon (by the way, what happened to that famous “National Policy Framework in Favor of the Greek Roma”?), active citizens recently established the Citizens’ Initiative for Social Housing “EcoSociety”, for giving the problem drastic solutions.





The Roma, whom the prevailing attitude regards as “voluntary roaming nomads”, are, it is stressed, “involuntary homeless”. The “EcoSociety” demands social housing NOW, in the context of its more general thinking for the social integration of the Roma.


