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.~ THE SITUATION OF ROMA IN BULGARIA

OVERVIEW

The fact sheet is based on the report jointly prepared by GFoD - Global Forum of
Communities Discriminated on Work and Descent, and Amalipe — Center for interethnic
dialogue and tolerance for consideration at the 50th session of the UPR working group.
Bulgaria will undergo its 4" UPR cycle in 2025 — a key moment to secure concrete,
measurable commitments.

The submission focuses on addressing the human rights situation of the Roma
community in Bulgaria in the period 2019 — 2024.

This submission addresses 10 thematic areas with recommendations and a brief
conclusion by the end. The full report is available through the QR code placed at the
end of this fact sheet.
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Bulgarian citizens without an ID
card, mostly Roma, exceeded
207,000. Limited access to identity

documents creates housing, national .
registration, health and social
barriers

77.0% of Roma children

L . experience material
€252 social aid payment in 2023;

2025, it is = €326. This amount is deprivation
not determined relative to the

median equivalized income, but

the fixed poverty line

=

Bulgarian Roma families face i .
I . Undercounting and invisibility
forced evictions. In just one

month, July 2024, 27 violent in official staﬂsﬂc_s: (-DTfICIa| coun.ts place Romg
at around 266,720 individuals, while The Council
of Europe estimates argue for 750,000

evictions

P

(EUAA Asylum Report 2024 )

Source: NSI, 2020 - 2024

Key human rights issues

Educational segregation o

Bad housing conditions o
Forced housing evictions e
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Issue: Educational segregation o

Previous recommendation

Safeguard and promote the fundamental right to education of Roma, thus ensuring
inclusive access to schools and effectively combating school dropout, particularly in
rural areas.

Challenges

Roma children continue to face segregation and unequal access to quality education.
Half of Roma students attend predominantly Roma schools; mixed-ethnicity school
attendance has almost halved. School segregation persists despite ECtHR rulings
against Bulgaria.

Only 44% of Roma children attend early childhood education, compared to
significantly higher rates among the general population. School dropout rates remain
high, with 60% of Roma students leaving school before completing secondary school.
As a result, only 1 in 1000 pursue tertiary education.

The lack of ethnically disaggregated data hinders monitoring and targeted policy
design, along with Funding Limitations of the National Program for Municipal
Desegregation — 50% reduction, and the Center for Educational Integration -
unchanged since 2006.

Recommendations

1. Guarantee Free School Transportation and Universal Nutrition for all Roma
children of compulsory school age to improve attendance and performance, and
to remove access barriers.

2. Integration of Roma lIdentity, History & Optional Romani Language classes
into school curricula to promote belonging and cultural respect.

3. Implement Independent Monitoring Mechanisms in schools to prevent the
unjust placement of Roma students into special education.

4. Expand Mediator Funding to all schools implementing desegregation measures,
regardless of student concentration levels.

5. Increase State Budget Allocations for desegregation programs to match

demand and ensure sustainability.
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Issue: Bad housing conditions e

Previous recommendation

Ensure that Roma communities, particularly those affected by the mandatory COVID-
19-related quarantines, have access to adequate water and sanitation and the ability to
exercise their right to proper housing.

Challenges

In 2024, the Roma ethnic group had the highest at-risk-of-poverty rate in the country
- 62.5%, in 2023 — 65%. Housing conditions for Roma in Bulgaria remain bad; 43.5% of
Roma live in poor housing conditions:

- 22% of Roma households lack access to tap water

- 76.9% live in overcrowded housing
- 34.7% have no indoor toilet or bathroom

Many Roma live on social aid payments provided by the Social Assistance Act (SAA)
(2025 - EUR 326.2) thus cannot afford to improve their living conditions.

Recommendations

1 = Create inclusive social housing projects to prevent forced evictions with no
safeguard alternatives, ensuring that no evictions occur while Roma housing
applicants are waiting to benefit from the relevant policies

2- Ensure access to basic utilities - clean water, sanitation, and electricity in
all Roma-populated areas by 2030, establishing benchmarks, monitoring, and
consultation with the affected communities

3. Establish environmental regulations to prevent Roma neighborhoods from
being located near hazardous areas.

= Provide Roma communities with specific information on their housing rights,
documentation, applicable laws and regulations, in an understandable
language for them, in specific legal protection against evictions and abuse by
the private sector.

5. Ensure long-term urban transformation plans that prevent the ghettoization of
neighborhoods, ensuring consultation in good faith and participation of the
affected communities in all phases of the plans.
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Issue: Forced housing evictions o

Previous recommendation

Germany recommended that Bulgaria refrain from demolishing Roma settlements
without offering alternatives, such as providing adequate social housing to Roma
families.

Challenges

No legislative amendments for proportionality assessment in evictions despite CERD
recommendations.

Roma face collective, arbitrary, and forced evictions.
Forced housing evictions of Roma families without adequate notice or alternative

accommodation continue to be reported. A notable example of ongoing violations of
housing rights and spatial discrimination is the forced evictions in the “Sugar Factory”
neighborhood in Sofia. In April, 200 Roma were left behind for months, living in tents in
the capital Sofia, and some still seek social housing.

Recommendations

1. Legislate Proportionality Assessments: Amend the Spatial Development Act
and related legislation to require a proportionality review before issuing any demolition
or eviction order, in line with Yordanova and Others v. Bulgaria (ECHR) and CERD
recommendations, regardless of the legal status of the occupants.

2. Guarantee Alternative Housing Before Eviction: Enact binding legal provisions
prohibiting forced evictions without providing safe, adequate, and accessible
alternative housing for all affected.

3. Ensure Transparent & Participatory Urban Planning: Require municipalities to
involve affected communities—particularly Roma—in all urban redevelopment and
housing projects, with safeguards to prevent displacement and discriminatory
allocation of social housing.

4. Implement an inclusive housing policy that protects against spatial and racial
exclusion, a key matter to SDGs 11 and 16.
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ISSUE 4: Right to health

Romani people in Bulgaria face intersecting barriers to healthcare, sanitation, and
environmental safety, which result in severe inequities. Systemic discrimination, poor
living conditions, and limited access to medical resources exacerbate their
vulnerability and undermine their fundamental rights. Despite national strategies aimed
at reducing disparities, Romani people experience significant challenges accessing
healthcare. Economic hardships, discriminatory practices, and lack of legal
documentation compound these difficulties. Low health insurance coverage
excludes many Romani women from essential services like prenatal and maternal care,
further entrenching health inequities.

54 of 63 Romani pregnant

women are being placed in overcrowded and
poorly maintained "Roma rooms" lacking
essential amenities, such as hot water, soap,
and adequate medical equipment.

B

=

Recommendations

1.

Allocate adequate resources to ensure full implementation of the National
Programme for Improving Mother and Child Healthcare (2020-2027);
strengthen support to newly appointed health mediators in Roma
communities; ensure equitable access to quality primary and specialized
health and dental care for all children; and apply the OHCHR technical
guidance on preventable mortality and morbidity of children under 5
years.

Ensure access to affordable health care for all Roma without discrimination,
including sexual and reproductive health care. Bulgaria should amend its
health insurance legislation to allow Roma—recognized as a community
discriminated on work and descent—to regain health insurance coverage
without the onerous requirement of five years of prior contributions, enabling
them to restore coverage by paying only current or recent dues.



UPR: BULGARIA 50™ SESSION

Many Roma experience racism and prejudice from state institutions, employers,
colleagues, and the larger society. Fear of retaliation and distrust in institutions often
deter Roma from reporting discriminatory acts, leaving many incidents unaddressed
against the ICERD’s obligations.

In recent years, there has been a notable rise in neo-Nazi groups in countries like
Bulgaria, where Roma communities have been particularly targeted. Roma individuals
and families have been victims of violent attacks, some of which were explicitly linked
to the glorification of Nazi-era figures or neo-Nazi movements. For example, in July
2023, Bulgaria’s Commission for Protection against Discrimination fined the VMRO-
BND party for promoting derogatory statements about the Roma community. In this
case, the VMRO-BND party, an extremist political group, posted online content that
perpetuated harmful stereotypes and discriminatory views about the Roma people.
These statements, made on social media platforms, echoed far-right rhetoric and
contributed to an environment of hostility and incitement of hatred toward Roma.
communities.? The Bulgarian authorities’ response, which led to the party being fined
for promoting hate speech under Bulgarian law, signals an important step toward
accountability for online hate speech and neo-Nazi glorification.

Recommendations

1 = Prioritize the situation of Roma as communities discriminated on work and
descent within the broader context of contemporary racism and xenophobia in
Europe. Roma people must be protected from hate speech, violence, and
discrimination, and effective, intersectional policies must be budgeted and
implemented to address the unique challenges they face.

2. Enact a comprehensive anti-discrimination law explicitly recognizing anti-
Gypsyism, while strengthening legal mechanisms for prosecuting hate crimes
against Roma, ensuring the effective enforcement of the Penal Code, as
well as imposing sanctions on public officials and media outlets engaging in
hate speech against Roma.

1 https://www.errc.org/news/bulgaria-extremist-vmro-bnd-party-fined-for-gypsy-issue-online-hate
2 https://www.errc.org/news/bulgaria-roma-inclusion-and-the-far-right-threat-in-the-eus-own-absurdistan



https://www.errc.org/news/bulgaria-extremist-vmro-bnd-party-fined-for-gypsy-issue-online-hate
https://www.errc.org/news/bulgaria-roma-inclusion-and-the-far-right-threat-in-the-eus-own-absurdistan
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ISSUE 6: Poverty

The Ministry of Labor and Social Policy has developed the "National Strategy for Poverty
Reduction and Promotion of Social Inclusion"® and the "Employment Strategy of the
Republic of Bulgaria 2021-2030."* The analytical section of the former identifies many
of the problems faced by the Roma community, including issues such as
multidimensional poverty among Roma, limited access to quality education, youth
unemployment, and poor housing conditions. The Employment Strategy outlines
activities to ensure employment opportunities for Roma in accordance with the "EU
Roma Strategic Framework for Equality, Inclusion, and Participation.”

- 79% of Roma live below the poverty line (FRA, 2021)

- In 2023, the Roma ethnic group faced the highest risk of poverty, with an at-
risk-of-poverty rate of 65.0%

Recommendations

1 = Fully implement the National Strategy for Poverty Reduction and Promotion of
Social Inclusion® and the "Employment Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria
2021-2030 to ensure access to basic utilities - clean water, sanitation, and
electricity in all Roma-populated areas by 2030, establishing benchmarks,
monitoring, and consultation with the affected communities.

2- Avoid perpetuating cycles of poverty and marginalization by providing legal
protections and societal safety nets for vulnerable groups, especially CDWD
women and girls in Bulgaria.

3 National Strategy for Poverty Reduction and Promotion of Social Inclusion
https://mlsp.government.bg/uploads/35/sv/nsnbnsv-2030-dop-izm-2.pdf

4 Employment Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria 2021-2030
https://mlsp.government.bg/uploads/26/zaetost/employment-strategy-2021-2030-2022.pdf
5 National Strategy for Poverty Reduction and Promotion of Social Inclusion
https://mlsp.government.bg/uploads/35/sv/nsnbnsv-2030-dop-izm-2.pdf
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ISSUE 7: Economic and Social exclusion

Roma in Bulgaria continue to face significant barriers in accessing fair and equitable
employment opportunities. Discrimination, rooted in deep-seated prejudices, is
prevalent at multiple levels of the labor market.

Limited access to training programs hinders the career progression of Roma
workers. Most employers do not prioritize skill development, and the training provided
by employment offices often fails to meet labor market demands.

Roma are underrepresented in trade unions, limiting their ability to advocate for fair
treatment and address workplace discrimination. Efforts to include Roma in leadership
roles remain sporadic and lack targeted strategies to address their specific challenges.

l

The unemployment rate

among Roma remains disproportionately high,
estimated at 50-60% depending on the region,
with a significant gender disparity

Recommendations

1 = Ensure effective implementation of the National Roma Integration Strategy
2020-2027, while ensuring greater inclusion of the Roma community and civil
society in its implementation; and facilitate the training and employment of
Roma.

2. Implement targeted programs to enhance Roma girls and women's leadership
and participation in public and political life through the National Roma
Integration Strategy 2020—-2027.
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Roma women in Bulgaria are perceived as highly vulnerable to forced prostitution,
trafficking, abuse, and violence. They are also at higher risk of:

- early pregnancies and marriages
- societal discrimination and exclusion
- exploitation, including for forced labor and sexual purposes

Many Roma do not have official marriage certificates, which classifies women as single
mothers and creates barriers to accessing the social system. Roma women often have
limited knowledge of laws and regulations, as well as the mechanisms available for
addressing discrimination. Existing initiatives by NGOs and other institutions fail to meet
the needs of Romani women for redress mechanisms, free legal aid, or assistance
through national human rights institutions (NHRIs). Fear of retaliation or further
marginalization also prevents many Romani from filing complaints. For example, in
cases of discrimination by local general practitioners, the lack of alternative medical
options discourages seeking redress.

9 85% of women in
prison are ethnic
l Roma in Bulgaria

Recommendations

1 = Ensure the effective implementation of the National Strategy for Promoting
Equality between Men and Women (2016-2020), including the development
of policies to promote the sharing of family responsibilities between men and
women. Countering stereotypes regarding the roles of women in the family
and society through public awareness and education, and increasing the
representation of women in decision-making positions, including through
temporary special measures in Roma areas.

2. Amend the Family Code to remove all exceptions that allowed marriage for
Roma girls under the age of 18 years; establish a system to track all cases
involving child marriage within Roma ethnic groups; and provide victims with
shelter and appropriate rehabilitation and counselling services
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ISSUE 9: Political Participation

Political leaders across the region have shown little commitment to encouraging Roma
participation, and mainstream parties often fail to recruit Roma candidates or
effectively represent their interests. Despite the European Union funding and support
for Roma civil society organizations to promote their participation in policy design and
implementation, many Roma individuals placed on mainstream party lists are
positioned too low to win seats.

The criminal justice system in Bulgaria is closely connected to political representation.
The political representation of Roma in the parliament and administration reflects
Roma’s access to protection and rights.

However, significant gaps persist, particularly for marginalized groups such as Romani
women and girls.

Recommendations

1 = Establish policies to increase the limited representation of minority groups in
parliament and in public office and take measures to ensure that minority
ethnic groups are adequately represented.

= Provide sustained financial and technical support to Roma women-led
organizations working on gender equality and political empowerment.

= Implement targeted programs to enhance Roma women's leadership and
participation in public and political life.

4. Establish an independent monitoring body for the implementation of the
ICERD and relevant CERD concluding observations, with meaningful
participation of Roma representation.
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The lack of ethnically disaggregated data hinders monitoring and targeted policy
design. The frequent grouping of Roma with other vulnerable populations often dilutes
specific analysis of the systemic barriers they face, especially regarding school
segregation and structural discrimination. Bulgaria needs to foster and develop the
methodologies, guidelines, and research needed to build a national repository of data
and standards to measure equity in education, socio-economic, and health among
Roma.

- No effective national monitoring mechanism for anti-discrimination policies.

w7

Undercounting and invisibility in
official statistics: Official counts place Roma at
around 266,720 individuals, while the Council of
Europe estimates argue for 750,000

Recommendations

1 = Prioritize the collection of disaggregated data on Roma women's political
participation and socioeconomic indicators to inform evidence-based policies.

2. Implement the National Statistics Institute’s policy to strengthen data collection
capacities, in order to meet the demand for disaggregated data for Roma
monitoring, and develop platforms and racial/ethnic data tools to help manage,
assure the quality of, and analyze disaggregated data ethically and effectively.

10
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Conclusion

The National Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria for Equality, Inclusion and
Participation of Roma (2021-2030), adopted in 2022, needs clear strengthening and
focus on areas such as: sustaining income growth for the poorest; promoting social,
economic, and political inclusion, ensuring equal opportunities; and reducing social
inequalities.

Scan the QR code to access the full Contact:

report:

GFoD — Suite 10A, 777 United Nations
Plaza, New York, NY 10017

m globalforumcdwd.org

m @CastoutSlavery

m gfod@globalforumcdwd.org
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