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The Survivors Among the Survivors; 

The Roma Situation in Yugoslavia 

Garbage adorns the streets.  Sky rise apartment buildings in pea green and pale yellow and brown align the roads.  Windows are broken and boarded up, balconies are filled with wet clothing and doors are locked at all times.  Old Yugos are mixed among brand new Mercedes driving through the city roads.  People stroll the streets, gaily greeting one another and moving along.  Some stop to chat longer, others sit and smoke a cigarette, all while old men intensely battle each other at a game of chess.  Despite the garbage and graffiti, the atmosphere is generally joyous.  The plight of their Nation seems to be placed in the back of these survivors’ minds reserved for a more private setting.  Stereotypes and prejudices seem to have been forgotten, at least for the moment.  

However, around the street corner five cars sit waiting; some taxis others personal cars.  Out of nowhere pops up three little heads.  Their complexion darker, dressed in rags, they run towards the cars.  Frantically, shouting cries of which no one understands, but all are well aware of what is to happen next.  Few are eager to partake in the transaction; engines begin to flare up.  These skinny, under nourished, children desperately clean the windows of the cars.  The two younger ones team up on the car to the left and the older child conquers the car behind them.  The drivers begin to close their windows on the hands of children, as the light begins to change to green, and the children scream for money.    

Three hours north and three cities later, there lies a park six blocks left of the main city strip. Within the park a set of ancient stairs give way to an open path.  Following the path leads to yet another set of stairs.  These stairs are holy stairs, which lead to one of the oldest churches in the entire city.  The atmosphere is calm and peaceful.  Beauty radiates in every direction, the sun shines brightly and spring flowers are blooming.  Down below church bells ring.  Giggles and sounds of joy suddenly engulf the fresh air.  It is Saturday mid afternoon and a wedding has just ended.  Masses of people begin to climb the stairs, which will lead them to the path, which will lead them to a restaurant, in which they will celebrate until the wee hours of the morning.  

However, they meet unexpected and unwanted guests that block the arrival of their much anticipated path.  Four children run wildly, as their mother sits breastfeeding an infant.  Not simply their presence is noticeable, but also, and perhaps more relevant, their darker complexion.  As the celebrators attempt to pass by the intruders; they turn their heads pretending not to see them.  Their efforts are worthless and pointless.  The young children grab their ankles and sit on their feet.  Men try to kick them off, but to no avail.  Two children run towards the bride.  One lifts her gown up and the other reaches for the tail of her dress.  Screeching continues from the sickly looking children, begging for money.  Disgusted the bridal party moves forward, placing the scene in the back of their memory with all the other stacks of unwanted thoughts.  

In both cases these tiny, dark, children are the survivors of the survivors.  Waged by war there has been little time in which the region of Yugoslavia has experienced peace.  The people of this region would be termed the survivors, particularly the Serbs.  Centuries of fighting and struggling for existence would shape and define the Serbian population.  They would turn into fierce fighters, stubborn thinkers, and vibrant reactionaries.  However, this nation pegged with the title of survivor would overlook the group of survivors living among the survivors.  Discrimination against the Roma population in the Former Yugoslavia existed long before World War II, but would reach a high peak at the beginning of the war, only to be ignored, until it would once again in the late 1980’s and 1990’s flare up in heated passion.  

The Holocaust 

World War II was one of the darkest times this world would face.  The atrocities that occurred spanned across the entire globe.  Millions of people lost their lives.  Hatred attempted to exterminate races, particularly Jews.  In some instances the Jews were completely removed or rather eliminated from countries.  One such country was Yugoslavia.  However, the Jew would not be the only ones to fall victim to the atrocities of Nazi occupation, the Roma too, would become victims. 

In March 1941 Yugoslav diplomats would succumb to German pressure to join the Tripartite Pact and signed the accord.  Immediately afterward a coup took place in Belgrade that would remove Prince Paul from his duties.  A little more than a week later a German led coalition of Italy, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania invaded Yugoslavia with the intensions of dividing it among themselves
.  What the invaders failed to absorb was created into Serbian and Croatian puppet states.  The independent state of Croatia was mainly divided into German and Italian influence.  This section of Yugoslavia included most of Bosnia and Herzegovina and would be ruled by the Ustasha.  During this time some 28, 500 Rom were living in this area
.  The Ustasha and Nazis would prove to be unrelenting in their treatment to all within Yugoslavia.  

On May 29, 1942 the German Embassy in Belgrade reported to Berlin, ‘The Jewish question in Serbia is no longer acute.’ Leaving Serbia the first territory outside of Soviet territory to be declared “free of Jews”
  This was the result of almost two years of exterminating Jews, communists, and Romani alike.  In the summer of 1941 Nazi occupation of Yugoslavia was at its forefront.  The order was given that Jews and communists were to be executed.  Any rebellion or resistance was to be met with German retaliation.  Such retaliation included anywhere from 50 to 100 communists for every one German soldier killed.  Finding and capturing the communists would not be as easy as the Germans had thought.  Therefore, Franz Bohme, Austrian General, extended this order to include male Jews and gypsies.
  Roma and Jews were much easier targets.  By November of 1941, the German firing squad nearly killed the entire adult male Jew and Romani population in Serbia.  

The Ustasha regime followed the lead of their Nazi mentors, building concentration camps throughout Yugoslavia.  In Croatia and Bosnia most of the Ustasha victims were killed locally especially at Jasenovac, one of the most known concentration camps.  Camp Selmin is the most well known in Serbia, just outside of Belgrade.  Roma met their fate at these concentrations camps, and most often this fate was much worse than camps such as Auschwitz or Dachau.  The camps in Yugoslavia were smaller and lacked the large gas chambers, therefore, individuals died more frequently from physical aggression.  Approximately, 27, 000 Rom perished in Yugoslavia during World War II.

1990’s A Second Holocaust 

World War II would not be the last battle in which the Roma would struggle to be survivors and not fall victim to another Holocaust.  The 1990’s encompassed ten years of civil war within the Former Yugoslavia.  Neighbors killed neighbors and family members killed family members.  The civil war in Yugoslavia was the end result of a disintegrating Communist system, and the ensuing reevaluation of the world powers' interests.
 Fighting broke out in June 1991 after Croatian and Slovenian nations declared independence.  During the next three years borders and ruling parties continually changed.  The war would reopen the unhealed wounds of the first Holocaust during which the horrendous crimes of fascists were committed. Thusly, conflict and fighting broke out, in which the tiny Roma population were left to fend for themselves, in the end where all parties perished.  

The calm after the storm would last only a short while.  Slobodan Milosevic sat behind the scenes pondering the second half of the 10 years of civil war. Leading up to the war, Milosevic had taken away autonomy of Kosovo in 1989.  Riots broke out, that year, protesting the sudden loss.  During the outbreak of the Bosnian war Serbian refugees flooded the area, and the Albanians protested. Various acts of retaliation followed, all of which killed people of all ethnicities.  The Kosovo crises, as it was entitled, hit its peak during 1998.  In February/March of 1998 villages began to burn to the ground.  Such violence would continue.  According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), more than 164,000 refugees, this including a large number of Roma, left Kosovo altogether.
  During the period of the Kosovo Conflict, both Serbs and Kosovo Albanians were at fault.  Each partook in acts of killing, and caught in between their fighting were the Roma.  

Today the situation is still grim for the Romani living in Kosovo.  Most Roma have been forced into enclaves and settlements where they are dependent almost entirely on humanitarian aid.  They fear going outside of their community as they may be attacked or beaten.  Reports claim that police beat detainees and abuse and harass citizens particularly the Roma.
 According to the Voice of Roma’s research regarding the Roma in Kosovo, in three quarters of the villages surveyed Roma, cited lack of Security.  The on going attacks and threats caused many of the Romani population to flee the area and not return.  Post war provides no relief for the Roma in regards to their safety.  “Eyewitness testimony gathered by Voice of Roma delegates in visits to Kosovo and Macedonia in 1999, 2000 and 2001, along with reports by other human rights organizations, demonstrate a systematic campaign of persecution and ethnic cleansing of the Roma by extremist ethnic Albanians.”
  Once again the Roma are faced with the struggle of survival.  

Survival of the Fittest 

In a country under so much tension and fighting, how does a minority outlast the majority?  Perhaps the question is rather how they simply manage to survive, when the conditions for those in the majority are also so poor?  In Serbia the exact situation exists.  The antidotes in the beginning of this paper are true and show two groups of people struggling to survive in a country attempting to recover from the bombings and atrocities of war.  During November 2003 and April 2004 I traveled throughout Serbia, embarking on an extensive research project.  Each trip lasted approximately ten days to two weeks; my stay divided among Niš and Belgrade.  Through these trips, I became well acquainted with the happenings that I described in the beginning, as I witnessed them first hand.  They are not stereotypes nor are they exaggerated.  Stereotypes, or so I was told, do exist among the majority of the Serb population in Serbia.  The color of complexion of the Roma is only a color distinguisher though; the more likely reason for the dislike of the Roma by the Serbs is their different lifestyle.  While visiting Serbia, people often explained that their dislike for the Roma is simply because of the Roma’s lack of desire to work. Their explanations may have been true; or rather in their eyes they were true.  In reality the Roma are simply not given the opportunity to adequately assimilate into society, partially at fault are both parties.  

In fact it is true that few of the Roma population hold formal employment.  According to the census in 1991, only 27% of the population was engaged in economic activities. A more recent survey covering only the city of Belgrade reveals that approximately 80.9% are without formal employment.
  The study also indicated that the average salary for the few Roma with a steady job is only 25 Euros, which is 1/3 of the average salary in Yugoslavia.
  Income is usually earned by seasonal employment in agriculture and construction, the informal sector:  working in flea markets, small scale trading, and black market, “Garbage Mining” for basic recycling, remittances from abroad, and social assistance from the state. 
   The cause for such low end jobs and consequently low economic status is a result of many factors.  Low education levels and lack of professional training often prevent Roma from obtaining well paying jobs.  Discrimination still exists in the hiring of potential employees.  A comprehensive and consolidated approach aimed at integrating the Roma into the regular labor market is missing.
  Welfare and social assistance programs within Serbia allow minimal financial support.  

Education plays a large role in the Romani populations’ battle to exist in the work market.  Children tend to drop out of school in the 3rd or 4th grade.
  Cultural values encourage Romani families to pull their female children out to protect their virginity, prepare for early marriage or assume household duties.  Those who remain in school have a difficult time because; they cannot speak the Serbian language or have a poor command of it.  The lack of speaking capability typically results in the children being placed in “special schools”.  Nearly 80% of all Roma children attending school in Serbia end up in these schools.  Enrollment in such schools prevents their success on placement tests and admissions tests, thereby making it difficult to further their education.  This unfortunate cycle repeats itself over and over, resulting in the parents being of little academic/educational help for their children.  

Conclusion

Whether or not the Serbs would like to believe stereotypes and discrimination exists towards the Roma population, it does.  Now whether or not the plight of the Roma is the fault of the Serbs is another story.  The Roma currently have little say in influence upon society, however, it can be said that this is the fault of both parties.  First, the Serbian nation needs to take more of a step to allow assimilation of the Roma into their society.  The exclusion of Roma only makes their economic system weaker.  A great deal of success will depend upon the willingness of the Serbian government to recognize the existence of a minority.  Conditions in Serbia are far from good, and therefore, it is easy to overlook what seems like a small problem in comparison to the other issues facing the   Nation.  Overlooking the problem, however, is the cause for the growth of the problem.  To prevent the economic burden, and improve the living conditions for the Roma, the government will need to implement more regulated non discriminatory laws.   

On the other hand, the Roma have to be willing to adjust to a new lifestyle.  The world is ever changing.  It is not that they have to give up all of their customs and traditions, but rather they will have to adapt.  Most of all, they will have to allow outsiders to come in.  Until Serbian government is stable, they will have to accept the humanitarian aid from organizations. Ignoring it because it is from a “Gadje” the Roma word for outsider, will only prevent them from moving forward.  Their fear of being taken advantage of, beaten, or killed needs to be suppressed and the need to trust must be enacted.  Finally, the Roma will have to stand up and protest their situation, however, this looks slim as historically their aversion to protesting their situation is great.
  If their fear could be set aside, their voices could be heard. 

Ultimately, fear will decide the outcome.  Both of these ethnic groups have feared a great deal of individuals throughout history.  In a region where fighting and ancient hatreds are constantly brewing, fear such as they display, is justifiable. Fear is the root of hatred.  In reality, when one fears another it simply because they know not of that person.  They do not understand an individual and therefore, they fear them and consequently that fear turns to hate. Yet, this fear is not a justifiable means to solving the problem that exists in Yugoslavia.  Fear cannot just be eliminated; it will take time before it vanishes if ever from this region.  So as time passes the survivors and the survivors among the Survivors must continue to fight and struggle to find their identities and mark their existence.  
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Figure 1:  Shows the breakdown of the working situation for Roma in Belgrade in 2001.  
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Figure 2:  Shows the breakdown educational experience gained by Roma children over the age of 15.  
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