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The numbers of Roma ("Tsiganoi", "Yiftoi") in contemporary Greece is defined by different sources in different manor, as each one of them admits that their estimation is quite rough. The official censuses of the population do not give render on the separate ethnical communities, and according to the state data the number of Roma is 200 000. According to the assessment of ROM-Network (association of the local authorities and Roma NGOs) their  number is about 250 000, and according to Human Rights NGOs their numbers are about 300-350 000. Compared to the whole number of the population (10,939,771 according to a census from 2001), their relative share varies between 2-3% of the Greece population.


The Roma in Greece live scattered on the whole territory of the country, as in the last years a concentration towards the big cities (mainly Athens and Thessalonica) is observed. A part of them (about one third) live nomadic or half-nomadic way of life, but they also have winter settlements or permanent dwellings.


Main parts of the Roma in Greece nowadays are Orthodox Christians, and part of them has been Muslims in the past. Nowadays only in Aegean Thrace Roma continue to confess on to Islam.


Most of the Roma in Greece speak Romani language (Romanes). For others their mother tongue is Greek, and in Aegean Thrace - Turkish. Accordingly parts of them have preferred Greek of Turkish (or according to the officially approved term "Muslim") identity (the last one in Aegean Thrace).


Roma in Greece, as it is all over the world, have their internal, in lesser of bigger extent endogamy subdivisions, with the corresponding ethno cultural and dialectal characteristics. Such Roma groups in Greece are Gifti (Yifti), who are mainly Greek speaking; part of them is with preferred Greek identity; Turko-Gifti (Turko-Yifti), who are predominantly Turkish speaking, often with preferred Turkish identity; Rudara, who are Rumanian speaking; and Kalpazaya; Handuriya; Filipijiya; Fichirya; Erlides; Sepechides and others who are Romani speaking, with Roma identity. In their bigger part the Gypsies in Greece think of themselves as a constitute part of the Hellenic culture and civilization, and only part of the Turko-Gifti are connected to the Muslim community in Thrace.





*
*
*


For centuries the Roma in Greece have continued their traditional way of living, quite different among the different subdivisions. Parts of them were settled, for example blacksmiths, musicians, hired agricultural workers, or these of them who have been doing different kinds of unqualified labour in the cities etc. Other parts of the Gypsies in Greece had been traditionally nomads with the corresponding professional specialization – iron-smiths black-smiths, tin-smiths, carving of wooden articles, basket-makers, small   delivery of goods, delivery of entertainment services etc.


Social and economic development and the lure of the cities after the Second World War gradually deprived the Roma of the vital space of their economic activities. The great spread of industrialized products renders them superfluous as craftsmen. The growing living standard of mainstream population made needless their services in sphere of reparation of utensils. The bettered infrastructure and supplying even to the most remote settlements make unnecessary big part of the service activities of the Gypsies; render obsolete their activities as suppliers of goods and services. The result of this was that they now necessarily and en masse drew closer to the urban centres, to settle in degrading encampments on the edges of the cities in search of work. The crisis of nomadism and their concentration around the cities begins in the end of 70es and 80es (the first settlement of Roma migrants near Athens, in Ano Lyosia, is in 1982). Nowadays near most of the big cities in Greece new Roma neighbourhoods grow, mostly from temporary buildings, often illegal, inhabited by ex- nomads or migrated settled Roma. Free economical niches however are not enough for all of them. So, many of Roma have no other choice and are involved low paid services and/ or in shadow economy.


The situation in the 90es is complicated also by the mass flow of illegal labour migrants, including many Roma, mainly from Albania and Bulgaria. They often settle near the encampments of Greek Roma and compete with them for the same economical niches. The numbers of these migrants is unknown, their legitimate statute in most of the cases is uncertain, though there are attempts for their legalization, and in some cases expulsion from the country. The exact number of the foreign Roma labour migrants can not be determined because of comprehensible reasons, but in any case the numbers are about scores of  tenth thousands.


The integration of the Roma in the labour market and in the lawful work is now absolutely linked with education. It is instructive that there are only limited number of Roma in the learned professions or generally in occupations requiring a high degree of specialisation, or in the services sector. As a whole these who have achieved better education are from the long ago settled groups. The lowest level of education in general is among nomadic, semi-nomadic or former nomadic groups. Those of the Roma who are employed in agriculture are in a disadvantageous position because the Gypsies labour immigrants are forced to work for even lower wages and 'take their jobs from them'. Those who are employed in open-air trading (street markets) have a problem of legality because they are ignorant of the procedures for obtaining a permit, though it is not particularly difficult to acquire - unlike a permit for itinerant trading, which proves more difficult of access.


In the present unfavourable educational conditions, according official data only 40% of the Roma have a job from which they can make a living, but partially this is connected with the parallel economy, without viable prospects. The remaining 60% of the Roma are unemployed, pensioners, engaged in housework, etc. The exclusion of significant part of Greek Gypsies from the labour market has chain effects on their life as a whole, given that it not only condemns them to poverty and increasingly pushes them in the direction of illegal activities and shadow economy. The result of bad living situation and poverty is a drastic deterioration in their health and in their relations with the rest of the Greeks and the authorities. It should be stressed that Roma women are in an even more disadvantageous position since they are nearly completely absent from the labour market.


Specific form of seeking place in labour market is connected with the  mobility of Gypsies. The mobility (including mainly the nomadic way of life) and the labour migrations of Roma from Greece are mainly in the borders of the country. In the contemporary social and economic situation the travelling in the active season is oriented towards the rural regions, and the spending of winter of the nomads and labour migrants are oriented mainly towards the big cities – first of all the capital of Athens and Thessalonica, and also Patras, Argos, Pirgos, Mesolongi, Yanina, Volos, Kardica, Kavala etc. 


Outer (cross border) migration of the Roma in Greece are very limited, and practically almost don’t exist. As far as they exist, it is a question of separate families, included in the common emigrational flows   towards European Union of Greek Citizens. In the last years data appears of seasonal hire of Roma from Greece in other countries of the European Union (mainly UK), which maybe shows the appearance of new phenomenon and tendencies in the labour cross-border migrations of Roma in Greece.





*
*
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For many years in Greece there was no special state and local authorities policy towards the Roma and their problems. In June 1996, the Greek Government announced a Framework Programme consisting of a series of measures aimed at alleviating the manigfalting problems that the Romani communities of Greece are experiencing. For the coordination of it a special Inter ministerial Policy Council for Greek Roma was created. The Council includes government officials from different ministries, local officials, while representatives from other organisations and authorities dealing with Romani issues could be invited to take part in the proceedings. The Council is entrusted with advising the government on Roma-related issues and measures, as well as co-ordinating Roma-oriented policies, with a view to formulating a mid-term national policy for the Roma of Greece.



The Framework program starts with budget of 3 billion Greek Drachmas (approximately 8.8 million Euros), and with the years the funding increase. The Program is developed and realised in close collaboration with Panhellenic Association of Greek Roma Associations (POSER), an association of different Roma NGO’s from around the country.


The accents of the program are mainly on the housing problems and the Roma education. In May 1997, a programme for the education of Roma children was initiated by the Department for Cross-cultural education; it is planned that this will continue, within the framework of the 3rd Community Support Framework program until 2006. The programme is being implemented at the University of Ioannina (Department of Education) under the academic responsibility of  A. Gotovos, Professor of Education, and includes a network of local associates in 30 areas of the country which have high concentrations of Roma population. 


The Public Urban Planning and Housing Enterprise (Greek initials: DEPOS) prepares in 1999 the study to record the places of residence of Roma communities and the housing needs of Roma throughout Greece, and gradually begins territorial set up of Roma camps and temporary settlements for nomads near different cities. In the realization of the program together with the local authorities and Roma organizations other NGOs are attracted, and particularly active is the Greek branch of Medecins du Monde. 

 
In 2001 a Plan of Action for Social Integration of Greek Gypsies is accepted, which has to be coordinated by Hellenic Agency for Local Development and Local Government, and the activities are transferred for coordination and execution by the Council of Ministers mainly on local level (the local authorities in collaboration with Roma organizations). Panhellenic Intramunicipal Network for the Support of Hellenes Roma (ROM network) is created, in which are included representatives from the municipalities where the program for Roma and Roma organization is realized. The Plan of Action starts with budget of 300 million Euro. The accents in it are basically the same, as they are given in the Framework program – the territorial development of Roma neighbourhoods, and temporary camps for nomadic Roma, housing building and infrastructure, educational programs (education of Roma children and Adult and Lifelong education), and the strengthen activities in the sphere of health services. The activities for solving of the problems, connected to labour activities of Roma are comparatively less presented through limited number of courses for professional qualification and requalification of Roma.






*
*
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Nowadays in Greece there are dozens of Roma organizations, big part of them are united in Panhellenic Association of Greek Roma Associations (POSER). In 2001 in the Association the following 19 organizations are included: Association of Gypsies from Aghia Varvara; Association of Gypsies from Zefyri; Association of Gypsies from Ilion "Romiosini"; Association of Gypsies from Ilion "Care for Destitute and Homeless Athiganoi"; Association of Gypsies from Seres "Restoration"; Association of Gypsies from Xanthi; Association of Gypsies from Thessaloniki "Macedonia"; Association of Gypsies from Komotini ROM; Solidarity Center of Rom Women; Association of Gypsies from Tripoli; Association of Gypsies of Thessaloniki "Love"; Association of Gypsies from Pirgos; Association of Gypsies from Thessaloniki "Rom"; Association of Gypsies from Amaliada; Association of the Gypsy Community from Potismeno Serres; Association of the Gypsy Community from Orhomeno; Association of Gypsies from Sofades; Association of Gypsies from Tirnavos; Association of Gypsies from Axios (Alekos Kalaitzidis).


In 2001, based on Panhellenic Association of Greek Roma Associations (POSER), with the attracting of other Roma organizations and local authorities, Panhellenic Intramunicipal Network for Support of Hellenes Roma (Rom network) is created, and it became actively engaged in realization of the state program and the actions of the local authorities for improving of the Roma situation in Greece. Except the included in ROM network organizations there are others small Roma organizations, which work on local level.


Among the non Roma organizations, taking active part in these activities the place of Medecins du Monde – Greece should be noted. Especially should be noted the place of another Non-Roma organization, rather two organizations with one leadership and one and the same members (Greek Helsinki Monitor and Minority Rights Group – Greece), which works in opposition to the Greek state and Greece Roma organizations, and they want to represent the "real" interest of Roma in Greece.
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