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1. Introduction and method 
 

1.1. Objectives of the workshop 
SDC organizes for its staff a series of Regional Workshops on Roma Social Inclusion to enable 
exchanging of experience and improving the Roma inclusion programs in the Western Balkans and 
Eastern Europe. The first such meeting took place in Belgrade in December 2012, followed by two 
other seminars with specific thematic focus: Bucharest 2015 on policy dialogue and 
institutionalisation and Tirana 2016: on existing trade-offs between effectiveness, sustainability and 
transformation in Roma inclusion support. 

The fourth Regional Workshop on Roma Social inclusion took place in Plovdiv, Bulgaria, 12-15 of 
March 2018, focusing on the approach taken by SDC in its Roma inclusion support in Bulgaria, which 
is to work through government institutions. In that way, the WS builds on and continues the 
reflections held during the previous 3 seminars.  

Within the main thematic framework of institutionalization, the main goals of the 2018 Seminar 
were: 

 To provide a platform for learning and sharing experience on a predefined thematic issue  
 To take stock of the experiences, good practices and lessons learned. 

 
The 2 key questions discussed during the workshop were:  

1) What are the pre-requisites/conditions to ensure effectiveness and sustainability of Roma social 
inclusion in the definition and implementation of public service delivery at municipal level?  
 

2) What is the best intervention strategy to ensure sustainability with a project of limited duration? 
 

The specific objectives of the seminar thus were to: 

 Define the necessary (pre) conditions for a sustainable system of Roma social inclusion  
 Define the key components of a short-time intervention strategy ensuring a successful systemic 

change. 

The findings of the three learning trajectories: Roma women’s empowerment, Discrimination, and 
Community development and active citizenship were shared at the beginning of the workshop to 
feed into participants’ reflection during the workshop. 

1.2. Methodology and structure of the seminar 
The Seminar was carried out in Plovdiv, Bulgaria, bringing together 37 participants. Most participants 
were internal to the FDFA (the ambassadors of Switzerland in Macedonia, Romania, Albania, Kosovo, 
Serbia, Bulgaria) and the Swiss ambassador at the board of REF, representatives of SDC's 
headquarters, and SDC staff from 7 countries (Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Albania, 
Serbia, Romania and Bulgaria). Several participants were external guests from institutions involved in 
ensuring better Roma inclusion in public service delivery: the DG Employments social affairs & 
inclusion in the European Commission, experts from the Bulgarian government, as well as Roma 
guests from Bulgaria, Macedonia and Kosovo.  
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The workshop was designed as a reflection around the specific "case study" of SDC's programme ZOV 
in Bulgaria. The aim of this programme in Plovdiv and Sliven is to improve the living conditions of 
Roma and other vulnerable groups, through better access to and higher quality of health care and 
education.  
 
The ZOV programme "All together – for Better Education and  Health" is implemented by the 
Municipalities of Plovdiv and Sliven. It aims to promote the social inclusion of marginalized Roma and 
other vulnerable groups in Stolipinovo, the largest Roma neighbourhood in Europe, in the adjacent 
town of Kuklen in Plovdiv, and in the Roma neighbourhood of Nadezhda in Sliven, which is among 
the poorest areas in Bulgaria. Both communities live in encapsulated and segregated ethnic 
neighbourhoods leading to many complex challenges such as limited knowledge of the Bulgarian 
language, illiteracy, early school dropout, high levels of unemployment and high child and maternal 
mortality. The community of Sliven for example lacks a kindergarten, school, health and community 
centre. The project aims to fill in these basic gaps and provide the needed basic conditions for better 
living standards and access to good quality services in education and healthcare. 
 

A full day of the workshop was dedicated to a field visit to all main stakeholders involved in the 
process of better Roma integration in public service delivery through the ZOV programme: two 
groups visited project beneficiaries, local service providers from schools, medical centres, NGOs and 
representatives of the local governments respectively in Plovdiv and Sliven. A third group had 
meetings with representatives of the Central Government in Sofia. Seminar participants were tasked, 
during the field visit, to try and understand the specific perspective of one particular group, in order 
to be able to simulate this group in a role play the day after. 
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2. The collective reflection on the key questions 

2.1. The Forum process as role play 
The goal of the debriefing session on day 2 was to understand the point of view of the above mentioned 
stakeholders on the 2 key questions of the workshop, based on the field observations. The debriefing was 
addressed in a Forum role play, a format of dialogue for the planning of projects at municipal level 
developed with success by SDC in Bulgaria and Macedonia. The Forum approach is a discussion platform 
where people sit at different tables, each of them with a single stakeholder group representing its own 
interests and points of view on a specific topic. In this case, each table played the role of one stakeholder 
relevant for the project: 1) Roma community, 2) Service providers, 3) Municipal administration, 4) Bi-lateral 
donors, 5) Central Government, 6) Project management.  
 
Each table of the forum had to answer the 2 following questions, which were first discussed at each table to 
get a common position between the representatives of the stakeholders, and then in dialogue with the 
other tables:   
 What do you need to already have in terms of framework conditions, or are ready to develop to ensure 

sustainable Roma integration in public service delivery? 
 How can the project best support you to increase Roma inclusion in public service delivery rapidly and in a 

sustainable way? 
 

A specific session on policy dialogue was organized after the end of the forum, to explore the role of 
a stakeholder group who wasn't present during the forum: the Swiss ambassadors in the different 
countries of the region.  
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Finally, each country team took some time to find out what was inspiring for them for their own 
program in terms of prerequisites and intervention strategies, and what they might change in their 
practice. 

2.2 The results of the Forum process between the stakeholders  
The aim of the discussion was to negotiate between the tables the most important prerequisite to 
ensure sustainable Roma inclusion in public service delivery, as well as the most efficient leverage to 
ensure a successful improvement of this inclusion. The following summary gives an insight about the 
main issues discussed during the role play. The conclusions of the discussion and the lessons learnt 
are summarized in the declaration of Plovdiv in Annex 1. Annex 2 gives the opinion of the project 
team (ZOV project) about the necessary pre-requisites and the key leverages to ensure Roma 
inclusion in public service delivery in a sustainable manner. 

The different tables discussed the questions in relation to the field visit, and came to the following 
main proposals: 
 
Table of the Roma community:  
 
The table of the Roma community considered the involvement of legitimate representatives of the 
Roma community in the definition of public services as a prerequisite. Roma NGOs working with the 
communities should be well connected to the beneficiaries. That involves effective participatory 
planning and monitoring based on the various needs identified in the communities, even those which 
do not relate to the predefined focus of the projects.  

The existence of cooperation between the Roma community and the other ethnic communities 
(desegregation) was also considered as important, as well as an effective respect for Roma culture 
and diversity by service providers 

The strategies also included training of Romani women to act as service providers; social welfare 
system redesign to build a bridge between social welfare and active citizenship/employment; and 
involvement Roma experts in project management teams.  

Table of the service providers:  

The perceived prerequisites from the Service providers were related to the need for a platform for 
cooperation between the health mediators and the general practitioners, and a better 
institutionalization of the position of mediators in terms of recognizing their profession and 
improving their training and incentives. They are important connectors between the communities 
and the municipality, with useful intercultural knowledge. Their salary and status would need to be 
negotiated early with the municipality to ensure that they will remain after the closure of the project. 
They presently have, at least in Bulgaria, the minimal possible salary foreseen for municipal civil 
servant and tend to leave their position as soon as the project ends. 

In terms of intervention strategy, the service providers identified the need for capacity building to 
deliver and monitor quality services; as well as a strategy for scaling-up the interventions at 
municipal level.  
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Table of the Municipal Administration:  

The Municipal administration's main concern was to ensure sufficient financial resources (including 
increasing their capacity for fundraising) for service provision to Roma communities after the project. 
They also identified the need for better knowledge about the local context, and to have 
representative organizations or partners in the community. The table raised the need for platforms 
for exchange among municipal administrations and to increase the capacity of the local staff. 

A recurring issue in terms of framework conditions was related to the coverage of health insurance. 
Longer-term access to health services provided by the project were mainly to  be covered through 
health insurance, but many members of the Roma community do not have such an insurance. That 
means they lose coverage as soon as the project ends, unless this issue is solved at political level 
during the implementation of the project.  

  

 

 

Table of the bilateral donors: 

The bilateral donors pointed out prerequisites related to the availability of appropriate institutional 
set-up, conducive state/local policies and in-depth analysis of the system/the legal framework and 
the community needs. Particularly high were the requirements for a genuine political will at national 
and local levels. Another prerequisite of this table was to have in place implementers / partners with 
capacity to manage the project. In terms of intervention strategy the table of the bi-lateral donors 
argued for a stronger result-oriented monitoring, a bottom up approach to program design involving 
a participatory approach, an empowering strategic vision.  Conditions for funding should also include 
provision of reliable data/evidence/ statistics on the issues at stake (in the concerned sectors) and 
the situation of the Roma population.  
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Table of project management: 

The table representing the Project management had mainly expectations related to the commitment 
and the competencies of the municipal partners and local implementers. Regarding the intervention 
strategy, the “project managers” lobbied for a flexible program framework with a strategy for 
community capacity building and empowerment, and strong institutional partnerships, 
operationalised in working groups at ministries. Conditionality for the support on the governmental 
partners and their financial commitment was also expressed as a key intervention approach, as well 
as flexibility to adapt and be responsive. 

 

Table of the central government: 

The interests of the central government were related to structural and legal provisions, including 
clear administrative procedures and political frame and naturally, financial provisions including from 
the State budget, the EU and Donor funding. The intervention strategy of the central government, as 
played in the forum, was to focus on capacity building (local authorities, local institutions, Roma 
community, local Roma NGOs), legal definition and community development, and on establishing of 
a monitoring system at central and local level (program) level. Strong institutional working 
partnership was also mentioned as a critical condition. 
 

A strong challenge for national institutions is the complexity to coordinate donor funds in system 
where most of them are punctual and of short term duration. This fact makes a coherent 
programmatic approach difficult.  
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2.3 Innovative ideas emerging out of the forum process 

The discussion between the tables brought several new insights or ideas and lessons learnt, 
especially about the involvement of Roma communities:   

1. Community mobilisation & representation: The NGOs implementing the projects are de facto 
frequently far away from the communities, and some Roma leaders are not connected to the 
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communities and do not represent them. Moreover, communities have difficulties to mobilise 
themselves in some contexts of the region, and leaders are often coopted. They also struggle to 
participate in discussions at the municipal level and to be taken seriously, as some people 
explained in the streets of Nadezhda. This is a serious bottle neck which is most relevant to be 
addressed as a priority with municipal authorities if a project wants to be successful. Negotiating 
a true conducive environment for community structuration is a prerequisite. 

2. Genuine participatory planning processes with the communities is key for the sustainability of a 
programme, with the necessary flexibility concerning the outcomes of the process. It is difficult, 
otherwise, to integrate the different needs, issues, problems and conflicts within the 
communities. A good example emerged during the field visit in Nadezhda, where people 
spontaneously came to the delegation to talk about the existence of a huge municipal waste 
disposal site in the middle of the ghetto, which induces severe health problems in the 
community, especially for the children who play nearby. While such issues are not directly 
related to a typical health project, they are key for the community. Could such important "annex 
issues" be integrated into project planning, or be considered as a topic to be negotiated with the 
municipality as a precondition for support?  

3. Another point of discussion was the need to have or develop objective data giving a 
baseline/evidence on needs and coverage of municipal social services at the beginning of the 
project. Such data would inform the design of a longer-term vision, with monitorable key 

performance indicators allowing an objective monitoring of progress. Skills and capacities to 
collect the data are needed, as well as training for municipal staff in managing data and using 
them in planning and monitoring. These conditions were considered as key prerequisite for the 
funding of a project.  

4. Addressing "non-Roma resistance" or "Romaphobia" was discussed extensively: the need to 
address the concerns and prejudices of the majority population, and the challenge to fight 
ethnic hate and prejudices. It is difficult to achieve sustainable success in developing a Roma 
community while ignoring the interests and the prejudices of the neighbouring ethnic majorities. 
If there is no change in public opinion, and no mutual understanding arises, the chance of 
creating a political environment favorable to ensuring sustainable budget allocation at 
municipal level for the finances of public services for the Roma communities will remain 
low in the long run. This is a complex challenge, as the discussion also underlined that the 
ethnic specifics of the Roma culture should be respected and that desegregating the community 
is not necessarily the right approach. Keeping the integrity of the community and building 
bridges and common spaces with the other communities, is a narrow path to navigate. 

5. A last topic for the discussion was the important potential role of the private sector, which 
should be included as a stakeholder for Roma inclusion. At present there is a window of 
opportunity since Bulgaria and other countries of the region have a serious lack of workforce for 
the private sector. In this tough labour market environment, employers turn more often their 
eyes towards the Roma. This could allow an intervention strategy bringing together the social 
welfare system with measures encouraging employment, involving the business sector. 
Addressing unemployment in the social inclusion process would an interesting approach to be 
further explored. Training and hiring Roma women as service providers was another 
interesting point emerging from the discussion, reflecting the emphasis on women’s 
empowerment. 
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3. The specific dimension of policy dialogue for better Roma inclusion 
In terms of intervention strategy, the debate during the forum session outlined the importance of 
integrating strong policy dialogue, to help to mainstream the interventions in national policies. A 
main question was about the feasibility of pursuing major reforms for example of the health 
insurance system, as well as smaller policy changes such as introducing the mediation services in 
education and health. Another issue was the timeframe restrictions and the limitations of the 
“project approach”, which however is the only intervention instrument available for a development 
agency.  

The discussion on policy dialogue with the 7 Swiss ambassadors in the region was structured around 
2 main questions:  

How can ambassadors support effectiveness and sustainability of Roma social inclusion in the 
definition and implementation of public service delivery at municipal level?  
What is the division of labour, coordination and complementarity between ambassadors, SCO and 
PMU? 

The discussion first drew a distinction between advocacy and policy dialogue, specifying policy 
dialogue as an initiative at a higher policy level, being implemented by coordination bodies such as 
the RIAGs, where the ambassadors are very active.  

A good coordination between project advocacy activities and policy dialogue initiatives was 
recognised as key during the discussion: policy dialogue becomes mainly effective when it is context-
based and amplifies project results. The coordination process between the policy dialogue and the 
project activities for institutionalizing the profession of the “educational mediator” in Bulgaria was 
given as an example. The RIAG is helpful when we have good examples to show.  It is difficult for 
ambassadors to get first-hand information from legitimate representatives of the Roma communities 
since they do not have a presence at central level, and many Roma NGOs are not connected to the 
communities. Options are to go and talk regularly with communities directly through field visits; to 
channel perspectives from project monitoring visits to the ambassador; and/or to develop good 
representative bodies at national level.  

The UE representative underlined the importance of Switzerland in promoting politically unpopular 
causes, such as the cause of the Roma. Switzerland has more freedom to do it than EU 
representatives, is a recognised voice with a good image and can be a valuable channel to lobby for 
delicate issues. Switzerland could work on the side of the general population and address issues of 
xenophobia & Romaphobia, be present and ensure the patronage of events on this topic. 
Ambassadors insisted on the fact that policy dialogue in that spirit is not about setting 
conditionalities, but about keeping important issues in the political discussion. 

Particularly consensual was the discussion regarding the opportunities to support social inclusion via 
economic development and employment, with examples given from different countries. It was 
stressed that Roma inclusion is particularly important in an EU environment of growing economies 
and rising demand for labour force. 
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4. Short Conclusion of the 2 key questions: 
 The conclusion of the discussions are presented in annex 1 (outcome of Plovdiv). Here is a short 
summary of the main elements: 

Following prerequisites were considered as important: 

 Community participation and empowerment (Community participation throughout the process, 
Representative community organizations in place, Roma involved in local decision making, 
Service providers and community connected, Fostered cooperation between the Roma 
community and the majority) 

 Financial resources and sustainability ensured in advance (Budgeted continuation, ensured 
financial provisions for decent salaries of service providers such as for mediators. Ensured access 
to services for the poor, for example through minimal health insurances for all) 

 Institutional set-up in place (Available structural provisions and coordination bodies, 
Administrative procedures in place, Intervention actors such as mediators embedded in the 
relevant system) 

 Legal and policy environment in place (Relevant legal provisions and environment, Conducive 
political frame and legal acts incorporated in the mainstream policies) 

 Available commitment and capacity (Capacities at Municipal and Governmental level, 
Conditionality for the support, Financial commitment for co-financing, Commitment for equal 
access) 

 Respected culture and diversity (Knowledge & respect of cultural specificities of the community 
by the stakeholder, addressing explicitly Romaphobia in the population) 

 Integration of non-state stakeholders with a strong potential for integrative measures from the 
beginning, such as the private sector. 

 Good, available data and planning (Available local action plans and priorities, including analyzed 
legal environment and identified needs, capacities for quantitative and qualitative data collection 
and management, flexibility in planning processes to address specific needs identified when 
consulting the populations) 

  

Recommendations for a good intervention strategy: 

 Capacity building (Developing the Governmental and local capacities, ensuring exchange 
platforms for municipal administration and partners, Providing trainings) 

 Sustainability (Financing activities that ensure and promote sustainability, Embed management 
at governmental and municipal institutions) 

 Implementation set-up (Institutional partnerships involved in the implementation; Embed 
implementation at sustainable and systematized service providers) 

 Policy change and advocacy (Mainstreaming the interventions into national policies; Improving 
the strategic vision, addressing the difficult issues to bring them on the political agenda) 

 Community empowerment and participation (ensuring Roma/community involvement “from 
project day 1”; Accountability of service providers to the community; ensuring projects designed 
with empowerment approach which builds capacities and leadership of Roma) 
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 Program framework (Co-financing at local level, Program flexibility, Relevant and non-
discriminatory services, Feed-back mechanism, Up-scaling, Redesigning social welfare system 
linked to employment). 

5.  The country perspective 
The participants finally worked on “country tables” addressing the question about the relevance for 
their country, takeaways from the field observations and the forum outputs. The following clustered 
outputs were provided, respectively by each country: 
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The team from Bosnia and Herzegovina outlined the importance of the policy dialogue, envisaging 
support for a NHDR on social inclusion and fostering the link between social inclusion and economy. 
The group from Serbia would pursue a new strategy, prioritising work on advocacy for qualitative 
and inclusive reforms, and a stronger partnership with the Government including a support for policy 
testing. The Kosovo team also took away the importance of the policy dialogue with a program focus 
to improve the quality of services provided to Roma. It considered using the Forum approach for 
developing local action plans while working on community development and empowerment. The 
participants from Albania thought about broadening the focus of the interventions and pursuing 
concrete results, while taking into account the country specifics. The Romanian team envisaged 
implementing a system-oriented strategy within a special program for Roma inclusion, focusing on 
institutionalizing education and working on a thematic fund with the Government. The participants 
from Macedonia considered supporting active labour market policies and interventions addressing 
empowerment and participation. The Bulgarian group also acknowledged the approach of leveraging 
social inclusion via economic development while supporting employment and self-employment of 
Roma. Other priorities for Bulgaria are policy dialogue through building partnerships, donor 
coordination and supportive monitoring. 

6. Evaluation & next steps 
In an evaluation exercise at the end of the workshop the participants were asked to give their 
individual marks along visualised scales on a flipchart with the indicators of 1) WS content, 2) 
Relevance of field visit, 3) Method and moderation, 4) Achievement of objectives and 5) Facilities and 
logistics.  
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Next steps: 

The Roma inclusion Seminar will be replaced by (or integrated in) peer learning processes on the 
broader issue of social inclusion. This broadening of the scope for knowledge management is 
following the evolution of policy priorities of SDC (focus on social inclusion in the federal dispatch for 
eastern countries). The need to continue with special program focusing on Roma inclusion is not 
questioned by the enlargement of the thematic focus.  

 


