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Multi agency working: Roma 

The following document is included because schools may find it useful to 
share with partner agencies. It was written by Babington Community 
College Leicester in partnership with Lucie Fremlova who carried out 
considerable research between 2008 and 2012 for various government 
agencies and NGOs. 

Preface: Why is there a need for another document about the newly 
arrived Roma communities from Eastern Europe? 

There has been a lot of change in recent years. Our knowledge has 
improved and the relevant legislation has changed. There has also been 
the opportunity for some agencies and practitioners to develop and 
improve their practice and a new work provides the opportunity to share 
this. 

Unfortunately one thing has not altered. There is no accurate picture of 
the size of the newly arrived Roma communities in the UK. In 2009, 
Heather Ureche and Lucie Fremlova reported that ‘There are a number 
of local authorities where the service providers are not aware of their 
Roma, although they have sizeable and well-established Roma 
communities. Consequently, there was little or no provision in place in 
these local authority areas.’ Because these communities had become 
established without being known as Roma communities they referred to 
them as ‘Hidden Communities.’ They explained the difficulty in 
assessing the number, and therefore, the resource needs of Roma 
communities in England thus;’ Please note that all statistical answers are 
subject to significant under-reporting. The self-ascription of ethnicity as 
Gypsy Roma is sporadic in part due to admissions procedures but also 
due to individual choice.’*  Fremlova L and Ureche H (2009:9) New 
Roma Communities in England Published by European Dialogue and 
sponsored by the DCSF.  

Another report made a similar point; ‘the main difficulty of estimating the 
UK resident population of migrant Roma is the deficiency of adequate 
statistics of any kind whether quantative or qualitative.’ Brown et al 
(2014:18) Migrant Roma in the United Kingdom University of Salford 
Manchester. 

These two expert reports tell us that we do not know how many newly 
arrived Roma from Eastern Europe are settled in the UK. Most people 
who work with these communities suggest that the real figure is probably 
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almost double the estimate of 200,000 given in the University of Salford 
survey. Those working in this field will know that there is a great 
reluctance on the part of newly arrived Roma to ascribe as Roma. The 
numbers, whatever they are, continue to grow. This is because both the 
push and pull factors which have led to the movement of large numbers 
of Roma are still in place.  

Unfortunately another change has made the need for a new work more 
important. Having started a new life in the UK as ‘hidden communities’ 
the Roma are now elevated to the status of legitimate scapegoats.  In 
November 2013 the Deputy Prime Minister, Mr Nicholas Clegg, speaking 
on LBC Radio’s regular ‘Call Clegg’ slot said: ‘There is a real dilemma… 
when you get communities coming into a part of our country and they 
behave in a way that people find quite difficult to accept, and they 
behave in a way that people find sometimes intimidating, sometimes 
offensive I think it’s quite right that we should say… if you are going to 
come and live here and you are bringing up a family here you’ve got to 
be sensitive to the way that life is lived in this country.’ In the same 
week, David Blunkett, former Home Office minister and current MP for 
Sheffield’s Page Hall district, said on Radio Sheffield;’ ‘We have got to 
change the behaviour and the culture of the incoming community, the 
Roma community, because there's going to be an explosion otherwise. 
We all know that.’ Nigel Farage then claimed that Britain was about to 
face a ‘Romanian crime wave epidemic.’ The law of unintended 
consequences then joined in and what these politicians intended as a 
contribution to improving a situation led to an anti Roma firestorm in the 
UK press with front page headlines such as ‘'intimidating' and 'offensive' 
Roma migrants must be sensitive to British way of life.’ (Daily Telegraph 
11/11/2013) This has made life more difficult for the Roma communities 
who did not appreciate having the spotlight shone on them in this 
fashion. 

The sparks  caused by the remarks from left, centre and right of the 
political spectrum took longer to fade away than usual because they 
were followed by a series of ‘Roma steal white babies’ stories across 
Europe. These stories were proved false but not before they had further 
disfigured the growing Roma stereotype leading to a respected lecturer 
in politics from the University of Brighton, Dr Aidan McGarry to write; 
‘The recent cases have revealed the dominant negative stereotypes of 
Romani communities and suggest that Romaphobia is still an acceptable 
form of racism.( November 13 2013.) Guardian Columnist, Gary Younge, 
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was moved to proclaim ‘Slandering Britain's Roma isn’t courageous. It's 
racist’ He went on to say ‘There is nothing courageous about slandering 
a group of impoverished, marginalised people. They're too poor to sue 
and too isolated to effectively resist. There can be no comeback 
because they have no power, so where's the courage? But there is 
everything racist about denigrating a group of people as though their 
shared ethnicity means shared values and implying collective 
responsibility for the actions of individuals in their community.’ 

However voices like this were blown away by the wind of tabloid fever 
and the comfort of finding legitimate scapegoats during hard times. 
 
There are recent documented cases of Roma children being taken into 
care shortly after their arrival in the UK. The children were severely 
undernourished as a result of the poverty they had lived in in the country 
of origin. UK social workers interpreted this as neglect and placed the 
children into foster care with foster parents who could not speak the 
language of the children or provide continuity of culture. The social 
workers did not have the necessary knowledge to be able to discharge 
their duty to take the cultural background of their clients into account 
before unreasonably removing the children from their parents. Roma 
children perform much worse than any other ethnic group at GCSE in 
UK schools and many live in overcrowded houses, paying an 
extortionate rent because they cannot read the contract they sign and 
they do not know their rights and so cannot ask for them. 
 
All of these factors  justify the need for an up to date guide for workers in 
many agencies (and politicians!) so that those working with newly 
arrived Roma communities, in whatever capacity, can have the accurate 
knowledge they need to  identify Roma communities and their needs 
and examples of good practice which help meet these needs. 

 

 

What is the history and 
culture of the Roma? 

The Roma are a people 
residing in many 
countries.. They are 
officially recognised as 
such by the United 
Nations. DNA and analysis 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2006/oct/02/comment.race
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2006/oct/02/comment.race
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of the Roma language indicates that the people we refer to as Roma 
originate from the Northern Punjab in India. It has been believed that 
there was a mass exodus, for an unknown reason, between 500 AD and 
1,000 AD.  As with many aspects of Roma culture and history we do not 
know for certain. The language has only had an artificial written form for 
less than 150 years therefore, there is little historical documentation 
produced by Roma people prior to this and what there is uses 3 different 
alphabets. Their history and movements can be tracked by the writings 
of other people. From these it is possible to tell that the Roma migrated 
slowly westwards arriving in Europe during the 11th century and in Britain 
in the 16th century.  Many of the documents which record the arrival of 
the Roma into a new area or country do not speak positively about them. 
It is possibly a normal human reaction to fear newcomers from outside 
and to misinterpret behaviour which differs from your own.  

There are records of Roma being 
enslaved and treated badly in many 
parts of the near east and Europe for 
several hundred years. The fact that 
they were slaves meant that they were 
regarded as inferior and that it was 
acceptable to mistreat them. In some 
countries laws legalising the slavery of 
Romani peoples were only abolished 
in the mid-19th century.  Indeed, Romani slaves were sent to the 
Americas shortly after their discovery. In England, in the 16th century, 
Roma could be killed with no recourse to the law. The use of the Roma 
language(s) was made illegal in several countries. Roma were perceived 
to be aloof and distant but which comes first? Reluctance to integrate 
which leads to poor treatment or the poor treatment which leads to 
reluctance to integrate. 
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The typical stereotype of Gypsies travelling in caravans does not stand 
up. Some Roma have been sedentary for centuries and others have 
been nomadic. Those who were itinerant travelled in large extended 
family groups by horse and cart which served as a caravan. Within the 

group would be people with different skills 
or products they could sell, knife 
sharpeners, wood workers, white 
washers, spoon makers, cobblers etc. 
Most had a love of music and dance. 
Groups moved from place to place, 
returning to the same place periodically 
once the knives would need re-
sharpening or more wooden objects were 
needed.  Belonging to an itinerant group 
which trans-located continually from static 
community to static community was in 
itself a recipe for not integrating. Keeping 
to their traditional ways the Roma kept 
pace with modern technology from a 

distance. This led to them being regarded as backward and then ‘stupid.’ 
Being itinerant meant accessing schooling, once it became available, 
was not an option. Those who were sedentary, and many were, tended 
to set up communities of one or more extended families outside large 
towns where  they could generate enough 
work to avoid the need to travel but 
offering a similar range of services. Being 
outside the town was not a recipe for 
integration. 

 Roma prefer to be self-employed and 
offer services rather than be waged 
employees. The reluctance to work for 
someone else on regular hours and 
contracts has led many people to perceive 
them as work shy. However, it is an 
important part of your honour as a Roma 
male to provide for your family. 

World War II was catastrophic for the 
Roma. Stalin’s Russian empire banned the itinerant lifestyle and started 
compulsory settlement with serious punishments for non-compliance. 
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Hitler’s race purity laws identified Roma as sub-human and sent a higher 
proportion of the Roma community to the death camps than the Jewish 
population.  

Following the war many people were prosecuted for various war crimes 
but no one has ever been convicted of war crimes against the Roma 
population. Jewish victims were, quite rightly, granted prima facie 
recognition as victims of racial persecution which was a pre-requisite for 
seeking compensation. This status was not accorded to the Roma until 
many years after the end of the war and by then the time allowed for 
submitting claims had elapsed. This further reinforced Roma perception 
that if you are Roma you are destined to receive unequal treatment. 

The next catastrophe for the Roma was the fall of the Berlin Wall. Prior 
to this they had access to work in the old eastern bloc countries. Now 
the economic and financial fallout from this event hit the Roma 
population hardest. They went from full employment to mass 
unemployment as their lack of education and innate discrimination from 
the majority populations proved great handicaps in seeking work in a 
fast changing and more technological landscape. Behind the iron curtain 
a small group of educated Roma professionals had appeared but 
ironically the rush to democracy ended this green shoot. A vicious circle 
then set in. No job meant low income. Low income made paying for 
school books harder.  Low income thus led to poor education. This was 
exacerbated by low levels of literacy and no experience of successful 
schooling from parents and grandparents. Poor education led to no 
qualifications at the very moment that western society was basing its 
economy on a highly qualified workforce. The Roma became more 
unemployable and now became open scapegoats. 

Because they are poor they live in poor housing conditions and many 
people assume that this is a result of active choices. This is then used 
as a pretext to do nothing to improve the situation. Given an active 
choice and genuine support to adopt a different economic lifestyle most 
Roma would accept with alacrity whilst wishing to keep their culture. 

This is just a very brief summary of the history of Roma. The purpose of 
recounting this is not to provide an encyclopaedic knowledge of Roma 
culture and history but to give an understanding of why many find them a 
community which is hard to engage. Those interested in learning more 
are not spoilt for choice and are advised to consult the bibliography at 
the end of this work.  



      

  ©British Council 2014 
 

 

What is the Context of Working with Roma in the UK? 

So what possible problems could there be in today’s multicultural, 
diverse Britain with a whole gamut of Race Relations legislation, in 
working successfully with just another newly arrived community? There 
are only two problems really, us and them. 

Having been treated so badly, by so many for so long, many Roma 
prefer to keep themselves to themselves and regard anyone who is non-
Roma with intense caution. Roma are suspicious of establishing new 
contacts and may misinterpret kindly gestures or offers of help as ruses 
to exploit them and thus appear ungrateful. Unsurprisingly, they are 
often not disappointed in their expectations. The indigenous population 
in the UK has never been at ease with its own Gypsy citizens. In 1530 
the expulsion of Gypsies from the kingdom was ordered followed in 1554 
by the issue of a royal edict allowing Gypsies to be killed on sight. We 
may call them Gypsy and UK Gypsies are proud to be called Gypsy, but 
they are from the same origins as other Roma groups and are 
recognised by the UN as part of the Romani people. How can anyone 
blame them for having the expectation that they will be mistreated?  

Unfortunately we don’t need to go back into history to find examples of 
anti Roma behaviours bordering on the hysterical.  During the autumn of 
2013 several events, referred to earlier, demonstrated that anti Roma 
sentiment is prevalent in the UK. Actions by several governments in 
Europe, notably France, Greece, Hungary and Poland seemed to be 
used by UK tabloids as confirming the validity of their anti Roma stance. 
Reactions to news events such as these very quickly run through the 
Roma community and reinforce existing attitudes. It confirms, in the 
mind of many Roma, that they are right not to trust anyone from outside 
their own community.  

The governments of Hungary, Slovakia and The Czech Republic have 
refused to comply with rulings from the European Court of Human Rights 
ordering them to alter policies and laws which were found to be 
discriminatory towards Roma, even since they acceded to full 
membership of the European Union. In these countries people who hold 
government positions or work in public agencies believe the views that 
they express towards Roma are not racist, just factual. Even France, 
with Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité   has taken action against Roma 
migrants which appear to contravene European Union law. 



      

  ©British Council 2014 
 

 

This backdrop means that the worker on the ground, be they from 
Housing, Education, The Police, Health etc. is unlikely to know for 
certain that they are working with Roma because most Roma will not tell 
you they are Roma. They believe if they simply say they are from 
Slovakia or The Czech Republic then you will not discriminate against 
them. When someone from a UK agency makes contact with a Roma 
family with the intention of helping they may interpret the lack of 
welcome as having something to hide. Many adults in the Roma 
community are barely literate in their first language. Attempts to 
communicate in writing may well fail because the letter, even if 
translated well, and Google translate does not convert well from English 
to Czech, may be ignored. Then the health worker will say something 
like ‘We’ve sent them appointment letters but they don’t turn up.’ The 
landlord will say ‘I sent several letters about the rent arrears and they 
took no notice.’ 

Cultural differences may lead to errors of judgement. In many countries 
the Roma district is essentially a ghetto. Lunik ix near Kosice, for 
example, where large numbers of Roma live together, isolated from 
other communities, in squalor. When they come to the UK we may 
regard their living conditions as overcrowded but they think they are 
living in improved surroundings. In Lunik ix the children leave their 
overcrowded and unsanitary flats to play outside. Nobody is in danger 
and no nuisance is caused because it is a segregated settlement. The 
same behaviour in Yorkshire has social services taking children into care 
because they are ‘neglected’ and neighbours up in arms at perceived 
anti-social behaviour. The fact that they are used to living in areas where 
most people are Roma means that in the UK they seek to live in areas 
where there are already many Roma. 

Some agencies may decide they need to communicate in home 
languages and advertise posts for people who speak Czech or Slovak 
believing that to be the first language. They are then impressed by the 
number of highly qualified applicants and select one. What has 
happened is that the advert in English has been seen and understood by 
Czech or Slovak non-Roma nationals, probably educated to university 
standard, who can speak Czech, Slovak, Polish etc. but not Romanes. 
However, in many cases these Czech or Slovak nationals carry the 
attitudes towards the Roma community that the Roma have left the 
country of origin to escape. Radio 4 aired a programme about the Roma 
community (on December 20th 2013 at 20:00.) In the programme a 
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Czech national was interviewed talking in a very disparaging way about 
the Roma families she was paid supposedly to help. Another example is 
a secondary school in the south of England with 100 Roma pupils. They 
employed 2 Czech and one Slovak support workers. These workers 
advised the school that most Roma were SEN, segregated the Roma 
pupils from mainstream classes and provided them with text books from 
special schools in the country of origin. This applied to Roma pupils who 
had been in mainstream primary classes and had made progress as well 
as pupils arriving directly from the country of origin. The school accepted 
this advice as they felt their employees were experts. The net result was 
that a lot of resources were being devoted to a strategy which, though 
failing, was perceived to be successful.  

Health workers may not realise that certain subjects, which many people 
find difficult to talk about, are almost totally taboo for Roma and Roma 
woman will not be comfortable talking about many issues with a male 
worker. 

 It seems to be common practice for agencies across the UK to 
amalgamate the categories: GRT, into one collective ascription, GRT. 
This may make certain processes easier to manage such as data 
collection and presentation. However, although these three groups may 
share common characteristics, there are enough differences in the 
needs and attitudes of the three groups to require specific approaches to 
meeting their needs and to treat them as distinct categories.  

Too often, teams who have worked successfully with British and Irish 
Gypsy and Traveller families have been asked to take on additional work 
with newly arrived Roma communities with no additional training, time or 
resources. With current financial restrictions many teams are diminishing 
or disappearing and do not have the capacity to take on more. I have 
met teachers who think it is not worth putting effort into meeting the 
needs of newly arrived Roma because ‘they will be off in their caravans 
soon,’ when they have been forcibly settled for more than 70 years in 
some cases or never been truly itinerant at all. Their mistake has been 
to confuse partial knowledge of British Gypsies with our new 
communities. Therefore, it would seem sensible to think about the 
possibility of addressing the needs of new Roma communities 
separately from, and in addition to, the current provision for Gypsies and 
Travellers.  
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Actions: 

• Ensure everyone in your team/agency knows about Roma culture 
and history and is capable of identifying specific cultural 
differences when making judgements or decisions about Roma 
families/children. 
 

• Ensure everyone in your team/agency understands the differences 
between the needs of new Roma communities and British and Irish 
Gypsies and Travellers. 
 

• Vet the attitudes of White Eastern European interpreters before 
using them. 
 

• Where possible, use people of Roma heritage to act as 
interpreters and community ambassadors.  
 

• Offer reassurance to Roma that their identity is acknowledged, 
accepted and respected. 
 

• Think about methods of communication when working with Roma 
which do not rely on letters. (see the section on communication) 
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Why do many Roma refuse to ascribe as Roma? 

Many people believe that it does not matter if Roma migrants do not 
ascribe as Roma. After all they have a Czech, Slovak or some other 
passport so you can ascribe them as Czech or Slovak. As the Roma are 
a people without a country it can seem pragmatic to ascribe them 
according to their passport. I have heard a teacher say, ‘It doesn’t matter 
if they tell us if they are Roma or not so long as they are happy in 
school.’ It does actually matter for several reasons. Firstly, how can 
anyone who is ashamed, embarrassed or feels awkward about 
acknowledging their true identity be said to be happy? If they are not 
ascribed as Roma then they will be ascribed as ‘Other White European.’ 
Since Roma are a non-white group that is bad enough. Many agencies 
work on a basis of trust and trust does not exist in a context where one 
party is ashamed to identify themselves accurately. More importantly, it 
is just rude not to take care about someone’s true identity or to 
acquiesce at someone being embarrassed about their identity. 

On a more basic level, how can you match resources to need if you do 
not know the extent of that need? To address the needs of the newly 
arrived Roma communities it is essential to know how many there are 
and where they are. At the moment it is recognised that the official 
figures for Roma populations in the UK are much lower than the true 
figures. It is also recognised that these groups have particular needs 
over and above the generic needs of any new migrant group. However, 
because the true figures are not known the correct level of resources 
has not always been allocated. 

I fail to see how any authority or agency can integrate new Roma 
migrant groups unless they have accurate information about numbers. 
So, correct and accurate ascription is important. I accept that for some 
agencies it is more important than others. Friends in housing tell me that 
the fact that Roma clients do not ascribe as Roma does not prevent 
them from fully meeting the needs of their families because they still 
know they are working with Roma and understand the issues. But in 
education, social services, health and policing it is important, not only to 
know which clients are Roma, but to have won enough trust for the 
families to identify willingly as Roma. 

So how do you encourage Roma to ascribe as Roma? 
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• On official forms you may use with clients separate the word 
‘Roma’ away from the classification ‘Gypsy, Roma, Traveller or the 
‘R’ from GRT. Many Roma do not like the term ‘Gypsy’ for many 
reasons and there is documentary evidence of this going back to 
1832. (Hancock I (2002:viii)  We are The Romani People.  
University of Hertfordshire Press.) The ascriptions GT or Gypsy 
Traveller can remain on the form but not in a position where it can 
cause confusion with the term ‘Roma.’ 
 

• Offer support when filling in the form. If possible give reassurance 
that there will be no repercussions if the ascription ‘Roma’ is used. 
A person of Roma heritage is the best choice as an intermediary in 
helping complete the form. 
 

• Train personnel who frequently hold interviews at which such 
forms are completed. The way the interview is conducted will have 
an impact on the likelihood of the correct ascription and relevant 
information being obtained. 
 

• If someone refuses to ascribe as Roma you must still accept that is 
their right. Do not over insist but make a note to return to them at a 
later date to see if they are more ready to ascribe after more 
contact with you or your organisation. Usually a new form has to 
be completed if there is a positive subsequent change of mind. It is 
not acceptable for you to ascribe them as Roma against their 
wishes just because you know they are Roma. 
 

• Once an individual or an organisation becomes trusted by the 
Roma community word spreads and it becomes easier to 
encourage people to ascribe. 
 

• In Leicester the police supported the Roma community to provide 
a Roma language radio show which was used as a forum to 
distribute public service information in Roma as well as playing 
music. 
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Health 

A Mental Health Advocacy Project run by The Roma Support Group 
found that the Roma community had poor physical health such as 
cancer, diabetes, epilepsy, hepatitis B, cardiovascular and respiratory 
ailments, multiple sclerosis. Their study showed life expectancy for 
migrant Roma in the UK as being approx. 5-6 years lower than amongst 
other socially disadvantaged and ethnic minority populations in the UK. 
They collected statistical data, which indicated poor mental health such 
as depression, amongst a high number of service users accessing their 
Health Project.  

Some of the obstacles given by migrant Roma included long waiting 
periods for appointments, inadequate quality of services and language 
barriers, which were referred to as the most serious problems 
associated with accessing healthcare in England and Scotland. The lack 
of provision of culturally sensitive services was seen as another barrier 
to community members accessing services. Tobi, Sheridan and Lais 
(2010) found this applied particularly to the Roma. ‘Culturally specific 
norms and taboos about such subjects as sexual health, homosexuality, 
domestic violence, drug and alcohol abuse, disability and mental health 
mean that it is often difficult to discuss these issues openly in front of 
other community or family members. It can also be inappropriate for 
women to discuss certain sexual health issues with male health staff. 
This can lead to these issues being hidden and not addressed. The 
same study by Tobi, Sheridan and Lais (2010) produced the following 
testimonies from migrant Roma healthcare users in London Boroughs of 
Barking and Dagenham on their experiences of accessing healthcare. 
The main points raised included difficulties in accessing local services 
such as GPs, mental health services, a lack of materials and information 
to assist the Roma communities in understanding and a lack of 
awareness on the part of medical staff of the Roma culture and the 
taboo nature of topics such as learning disabilities and mental health.  

 
‘When I go to see GP I never have an interpreter. This is a big problem 
for us.’  
 
‘We do not understand the system and find it difficult to communicate. 
When we receive letters we do not understand what they mean’.  
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‘Perhaps authorities could create an information package for Roma and 
other migrants about the services available to them, how they work and 
how to access them. It would be good if the information was written in 
simple language and translated into Romanian so people can 
understand it.’  
 
‘Roma adults need education about mental health and disabilities. It 
cannot be done overnight and authorities must realise that health and 
especially mental health, learning and other disabilities are taboo 
subjects amongst Roma. Authorities should be aware that those 
subjects are very sensitive and if they want to change things they should 
provide culturally appropriate support for Roma with mental health 
problems, learning difficulties and other disabilities and for their families. 
There should be support centres open for Roma with staff aware of the 
Roma culture.’ 

In the UK, Hepatitis B is found in very high levels within the Romanian 
Roma community. Many families only discover they have the infection 
through routine medical screening after arriving in the UK. Within the 
migrant Roma community there is a poor understanding of all types of 
Hepatitis. When first told that they have the disease patients are often 
very confused. 
 
Some health professionals in the UK have noted that some extended 
family groups may present a higher than expected incidence of certain 
complaints.  
 
Severe hearing loss or totally non-hearing cases are disproportionately 
high amongst Slovak and some Czech Roma. Across all the national 
groups the number of Roma suffering from epilepsy is higher than within 
their national mainstream.  

A school in Leicester found a high incidence of dental problems amongst 
its Roma pupils. Severe toothache was a significant cause of absence. 
The Roma pupils also showed a higher than usual fear of dentistry. The 
school persuaded a dentist to take some families of its pupils onto the 
practice register. Never having been to a dentist is not uncommon. 

On a positive note while migrant Roma report being confused by the 
system in the UK they are very positive about the health workers they 
encounter. 

The vast majority of Roma of migrant origin who participated in the 2009 
mapping survey reported they were generally happy with healthcare in 
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England, mainly because they had not been subjected to discriminatory 
treatment on the grounds of their ethnicity. This has been supported by 
statements made by Roma from Glasgow, Scotland. 
 
Some Roma noted they had been declined healthcare provision in their 
countries of origin, which, according to them, had never happened to 
them in England. However, being confused by the health system in the 
UK can lead to sudden return to the country of origin to obtain treatment 
and this leads to term time absence for children. 

How to address medical issues  

• Providing interpreters for individual appointments is time 
consuming and expensive. Try block booking appointments for 
migrant Roma so the interpreter can cover many families in one 
session. Deter families from taking children out of school to 
interpret. 
 

• A walk In Centre can arrange blocks of time for an interpreter to be 
available on a regular basis. 
 

• A resource, such as that mentioned in the school attendance 
section, could be made to explain the UK system. 
 

• Training for health staff who come into frequent contact with 
migrant Roma on cultural issues would be beneficial. 
 

• Train Roma heritage workers to encourage their community to 
enrol at surgeries and to be screened for hepatitis etc. 
 

• Provide access to a female doctor/worker where possible for 
female patients. 

  



      

  ©British Council 2014 
 

 

Communication 

Many agencies have to communicate with the newly arrived Roma 
communities. We communicate to give information or obtain information 
and it is all too easy to take this process for granted. Communication 
usually takes the form of letters, phone calls, face to face interviews in 
your agency or face to face meetings at the homes of the families. If a 
service provider has not obtained vital information it tends to wait until 
the information arrives before delivering the service. If the information 
has been requested in a way the client cannot access or respond to then 
the process breaks down. Let us look at each method in turn. 

Written communication:  

Many Roma adults cannot read well in their first language and struggle 
to read at all in English. Either they ignore letters they do not understand 
or find someone in the community who can translate for them. The 
helper may be well intentioned but not capable of understanding a 
complicated letter. Even worse, this can leave them open to exploitation. 
Cases are known where Roma families have been charged £25 to have 
a form filled in and it has still been completed badly.  

Some interpreters/translators offer their services on the grounds they 
speak the language but have not been trained in aspects of being an 
interpreter/translator such as respecting confidentiality, not taking sides 
etc. Some people turn to on line translators. Czech and Slovak are 
amongst the hardest languages to learn because of their grammar and 
word order and no online translator comes close to moving between 
them and English with any clarity.  

The, linguistic part of translation is hard to organise but sometimes the 
cultural aspect is even more confusing. In Czech schools compulsory 
attendance starts at the age of 7 and the pupil would attend the same 
school until the age of 15. Therefore there are no key stages, 
primary/secondary transition etc. When schools write letters using these 
terms, even if the words are translated, the concept means nothing. 
Professional translation is expensive and things go on hold during the 
wait for the translation to be done so that is another reason not to 
translate. Here are some examples where standard communication 
methods failed. 

A Roma family in the East Midlands was charged £340 for treatment at 
the local hospital which should have been free. Language issues led to 
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the mistake which was eventually rectified. Essentially the family had 
answered yes to a question they did not understand when they should 
have answered no, and had then signed a form they did not understand. 
Time, and therefore, money were wasted issuing the charge then 
unpicking it.  

Appointments with consultants have been missed because letters had 
not been understood. 

A Roma family in the East Midlands was investigated for money 
laundering. They had not understood initial letters asking them to clarify 
certain transactions and so the process went much further than it 
needed to before they were cleared. 

How to improve communication: 

• Where written communication will not work then oral/aural 
techniques can be tried. Some schools have produced a DVD 
which presents the UK education system visually and aurally. A 
separate DVD explains a particular school’s own policies and 
systems. The same DVD can have a sound track available in 
several languages so people who cannot read can look at the key 
visuals and listen to the sound in their first language. Parents are 
given a copy on admission. Any organisation could make such a 
resource. 
 

• Something similar can be done with blanket letters. Record 
someone speaking the essential points in a language. A QR code 
is created for each different language and printed on the letter. The 
parents can then pass their smart phone over the relevant QR 
code and listen to the key points in L1. Again, this is not hard to 
do. This is explained in appendix 1. 
 

• Workers from any agency could have brief clips on their phone 
saying, ‘Please do not be alarmed but I am …’ to play when a door 
is answered by someone who seems reluctant to engage. 
 

• One school in Leicester arranges for training for members of the 
community who are willing to act as interpreters. 
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• Switch board systems (Thank you for calling… for … press 1 .. 
etc.) can put off callers with low levels of English and who do not 
know how to navigate systems. A designated extension phone 
number which by-passes the switchboard with a voice mail service 
enables migrant Roma to leave messages which an interpreter can 
pick up at designated intervals. 
 

• Try and think about cultural requirements. Roma women would 
wish to communicate with female medical staff about female 
medical issues so try to arrange appointments with female 
workers. 
 

• Here are two links for advice on this area 
 
Health and Social Care: 
http://www.nhs.uk/CarersDirect/carerslives/aboutcaring/Pages/Jar
gonbuster.aspx Specialist housing language: 
http://www.jrht.org.uk/help-and-resources/jargon-buster 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://staffinfo.babington.leicester.sch.uk/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.nhs.uk/CarersDirect/carerslives/aboutcaring/Pages/Jargonbuster.aspx
https://staffinfo.babington.leicester.sch.uk/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.nhs.uk/CarersDirect/carerslives/aboutcaring/Pages/Jargonbuster.aspx
https://staffinfo.babington.leicester.sch.uk/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.jrht.org.uk/help-and-resources/jargon-buster
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Housing 

Many newly arrived Roma have lived in very poor housing conditions in 
the country of origin. Therefore, they often view what we might consider 
to be poor housing conditions as a big improvement on what they have 
left. Family, including extended family, is very important culturally for 
migrant Roma. Being poor 
they can only afford cheap 
housing.  

This kind of accommodation 
is not usually spacious and 
yet has to receive 8 or 10 
members of an extended 
family. In Roma culture this 
is not perceived as 
overcrowding but as normal. 
What we refer to as the 
lounge would serve as a 
lounge in the day and 
sleeping area at night.  
Obviously having a large number of people living in a relatively small 
house has an impact on the possibility of quiet study for homework or 
space to read. It makes it hard for several children to get ready for 
school in the morning and therefore, directly impacts on education.  
Anecdotal evidence suggests that many migrant Roma have no tenancy 
agreement making them vulnerable to eviction and excessive rents. 
Having low levels of literacy means they sign unfair agreements without 
appreciating the consequences. New changes to benefits will reduce the 
capacity of migrant Roma to mitigate the impact of paying exorbitant 
rents through housing benefit. 

The 2009 mapping survey found that as a result of poverty many Roma 
families live in sub-standard accommodation, often shared with other 
families. Some are destitute which makes it harder to improve their 
environment. Severe overcrowding often leads to poor health, and low 
school attendance. 63% of migrant Roma were living in extended 
families. Overcrowding is a very serious issue, especially in poorer 
households of Romanian and some eastern Slovak Roma. The average 
number of people living in a household was 6. However, if broken down 
by nationalities, on average, 10 people lived in Romanian and Bulgarian 
Roma households, as opposed to the Czech, Slovak, Polish and 

Lunik ix Slovakia February 2012. -20°. Water, 
gas and electricity switched off in blocks of 
flats with many missing windows obliging 
residents to collect water daily from a bowser 
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Hungarian Roma homes, which have an average of 4 people per 
household.  
 
Romanian Roma were particularly vulnerable: one respondent said there 
were 27 people sharing accommodation in the same house, other 
Romanian Roma respondents reported 17, 16, 14 and 13 people per 
household respectively. Another consequence is that certain agencies, 
applying UK norms and lacking the knowledge needed to take into 
account the background of Roma clients will make decisions which, 
though understandable, are incorrect. 

Actions 

One authority has taken the following action: 
 

LeicesterLet Home Finder scheme 
• The LeicesterLet home finder scheme provides people on a low 

income with the opportunity to move into a home of their choice 
and to avoid homelessness AND a stay in temporary 
accommodation.  

 
• By providing the advice, support and financial help required, the 

Council has increased the housing options available to people who 
are homeless or threatened with homelessness.  

 
• Managed by the Council’s Housing Options Prevention Team, the 

home finder scheme is very flexible. It can be used, for example, to 
prevent private tenants from becoming homeless by helping them 
to find alternative accommodation when their existing tenancy is 
coming to an end.  

 
• The scheme also offers great benefits to landlords or letting 

agents. Leicester City Council will provide the deposit and rent in 
advance to a landlord or letting agent in order to obtain 
accommodation for a client in the private rented sector. 

 
• Before a property can be let under the home finder scheme, the 

Council will carry out a series of checks to ensure that it is 
affordable, safe and fit for habitation. 

 
• An officer from the Housing Options Prevention Team will inspect 

the property to check that is in a reasonable condition. If there is a 
gas supply, they will request a valid gas safety certificate.  
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• Under the Leicester Let home finder scheme, letting agreements 
will normally be assured short hold tenancies of at least 12 
months. 

 
• Although not everyone helped under the home finder scheme is 

living on a low income, applicants will only be considered for the 
scheme if the Housing Options Prevention Team is satisfied that 
they are capable of paying their rent regularly and in full.  

 
• If the tenant is entitled to housing benefit, all of the housing benefit 

they receive will be paid directly to the landlord unless the landlord 
says that they are unwilling to accept direct payments.  
 

• If they are eligible for public assistance, homeless/threatened with 
homelessness, or need support to prevent homelessness they 
then could access STAR Private Sector Team or P3 for Floating 
Support, which means they could have a worker to support them 
with housing related issues, on a one to one basis for up to 6 
months. 
 

This kind of action supports the work of other agencies. For 
example schools will benefit if families are not moving around 
frequently necessitating a move of school. Some families struggle 
to budget so having the landlord paid directly helps too. 

 
 
For more information on the scheme, contact: 
Housing Options 
Phoenix House 
1 King Street 
Leicester, LE1 6RN (public access via Welford Place) 
Tel 0116 454 1008 
 

  



      

  ©British Council 2014 
 

 

Policing 

Some of our new Roma communities do not have good memories of 
police forces in the country of origin and unfortunately they are likely to 
treat police with suspicion and even fear in the UK. Peterborough 
constabulary has an officer of Czech Roma heritage and he is a good 
source of advice for the community and Police forces alike. 

Spinney Hill Police station in Leicester has put a lot of work into 
engaging with the Roma community in Leicester. In Leicester the feeling 
is that the Roma community are not involved more than any other 
community in serious crime. The focus seems to be around perceived 
anti-social behaviour and infractions of laws connected to the keeping of 
motor vehicles out of ignorance. The anti-social behaviour is mainly 
gathering in groups on street corners which is what would happen in the 
country of origin without causing offence as their community would be 
isolated. There is ignorance of the requirement to take a UK driving test 
and the need to change your insurance after a certain period of time in 
the UK. If a Roma family makes a complaint to the police they can 
sometimes have an unrealistic expectation of the outcome. For example, 
they may complain about a fight in school and not understand that the 
police would want the school to be given an opportunity first to resolve 
the situation. 

Suggested actions  

• Have brief videos on police officers phones in Czech or Slovak 
saying something along the lines of: ‘Do not be alarmed by my 
uniform I am making routine inquiries.’ 
 

• Provide training to police officers about cultural and background 
information on Roma communities. (Include matters such as when 
it would be appropriate to use a female interpreter rather than a 
male) 
 

• Invite police officers to cultural/ social events. 
 

• Allocate an officer to be available, wherever possible, to this 
community. 
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• Contact Peterborough to seek advice from their Roma officer. He 
is a founding member of GRTPA ( The Gypsy Roma Traveller 
Police Association ) which seeks to foster good relationships 
between UK Police Forces and GRT Communities 
 

• Leicestershire police provided support to the Roma community in 
Leicester to run a Roma language radio programme for 2 hours a 
week which was appreciated by the community. 
 

• If there are sub committees for community engagement seek some 
Roma representation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



      

  ©British Council 2014 
 

 

Miscellaneous  

Roma communities 

I have been referring to the Roma community but in reality the Roma is 
not one homogenous group but a series of different communities 
collectively classed as Roma. From the west of the Czech Republic to 
the most isolated rural parts of Romania is a long way with many Roma 
families. Some Roma families would cross the street to avoid certain 
other Roma families. Even those claiming to speak Romanes will speak 
widely differing dialects. Therefore, in the UK you do not just have to 
seek a Roma interpreter but one who can communicate with the 
particular version of Romanes required. Using the success of one family 
to inspire another family might not be welcome! 

Many, but not all, Roma marry young. For many young women early 
motherhood effectively means an end to education and career 
prospects. In the country of origin the age of consent may be lower than 
in the UK. One school addresses this with specialist careers advice 
directed at Roma girls. The head teacher of the school who knows all 
about combining motherhood and a career spoke at one of the school’s 
coffee mornings with a group of Roma mothers about this. She was 
careful not to imply that being a young mother was wrong but 
concentrated on how to combine continuing with education and 
motherhood. Roma girls were taken on a tour of the local university to 
raise aspirations.  

Roma are often demonised as having a higher tendency to criminality 
(see Nigel Farage April 23rd 2013). It is unsurprising if a suppressed and 
discriminated against people living in poverty and despised by people 
around them turn to petty crime to survive. However, many Roma are 
very hurt by the stereotype and are proud of what they perceive as their 
own particular dignified struggle against adversity. It is no longer 
acceptable to have preconceptions about someone purely based on 
knowing what their ethnic origin is. The vast majority of Roma I know, in 
the UK and in Eastern Europe, are law abiding and very respectful. They 
may expect to be treated badly but prefer to avoid engaging in dialogue 
about this. In the UK they may inadvertently break the law through 
ignorance and then struggle with the concept that ignorance is no 
excuse in the eyes of the law. For example, they may not know that they 
can only rely on car insurance provided by a company in Slovakia for a 
limited time in this country. 
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Again the Roma community is often accused of anti-social behaviour. 
(see Clegg and Blunkett November 2013). Gathering together on street 
corners is cultural and not frowned upon in the country of origin where 
most Roma live in closed communities and there is no one else to 
offend. The behaviour which proved so antagonistic in Yorkshire had 
been addressed very simply in Leicester by using a community 
ambassador to explain to the community that there was a problem with 
this behaviour here. (See BBC East Midlands today December 18th 2013 
presented by Jeremy Ball.) 

Multi-Agency working 

Roma families can be known to several agencies but often those 
agencies do not share information. In Leicester one school has been 
particularly successful at engaging with the Roma community. Part of 
the success has been down to the fact that the school invites other 
agencies ( housing, health, Police, DWP) into school to meet parents 
and families and make use of the trust the community has in the school 
to help the community access other services. The school benefits 
because poor health, overcrowding and lack of money/resources are 
barriers to education which the school cannot completely address alone. 
The school’s home school Roma liaison officer attends these meetings 
and this can save translation costs for the other agencies. Half termly 
coffee mornings have become a sort of one stop shop for the 
community. 

The school gained all sorts of benefits and so did the other agencies 
who were able to engage with the Roma community more easily and 
meet their needs. The police, having attended a meeting at the school, 
provided facilities for a Roma language radio programme once a week 
which in turn helped the police to form good relations with the 
community. One pupil has now set his heart on becoming a policeman in 
the UK and has time to apply himself to obtaining the necessary 
qualifications. The school was able to raise queries about housing 
agreements for some families and so it goes on.  

Compare this with a case which made national headlines of a Roma 
family where children were taken into care because well intentioned 
social workers had not had the opportunity to take cultural differences 
into account. Just prior to this I had toured Slovakia and the Czech 
Republic to present best practice in working with Roma communities 
with a colleague from the education department of the same authority. 
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My colleague had had no opportunity to share her knowledge across her 
authority. 

It does not have to be a school which takes the lead but I feel 
passionately that education is the key player in addressing all issues 
with the Roma community in the long term. 
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Future reading  

If you wish to find out more about Roma history and Culture: 
We are the Romani People by Ian Hancock Published 2002 
I met Lucky People by Yaron Matras Published Jan 2014 
 

For DfE documentation on new Migrant Roma Communities in 
education: 
The Inclusion of GRT Children and Young People DfE 2008 

Improving the outcomes for GRT pupils: final report Research Report 
DfE-RR043 DfE 2011 Anne Wilkin, Chris Derrington, Richard White, 
Kerry Martin, Brian Foster, Kay Kinder, and Simon Rutt (NB This 
focusses mainly on indigenous GRT but does refer to new migrant 
Roma communities) 

Overcoming barriers: Ensuring that Roma children are fully engaged and 
achieving in education. Ofsted December 2014 

 

Documentation from UK LAs: 
What’s Working for Roma in School A Network Learning Book 

Jane Murphy In Partnership with 6 Manchester Schools The Ahmed 
Iqbal Ullah Education Trust, 2013 (focusses on the new migrant Roma 
communities) 
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Other Relevant Reports: 

Ryder A Cemlyn S 2014 Civil Society Monitoring on the Implementation 
of the National Roma Integration Strategy in the United Kingdom 2012-
13 Decade of Roma Inclusion Secretariat Foundation 
Migrant Roma in the United Kingdom: population size and experiences 
of local authorities and partners Philip Brown, Lisa Scullion and Philip 
Martin University of Salford Manchester 

Mapping Survey of Roma in England. Lucie Fremlova and Heather 
Ureche, European Dialogue, 2009 
New Roma Communities in England: Lucie Fremlova and Heather 
Ureche European Dialogue 2009 
From Segregation to Inclusion Lucie Fremlova Roma Education 
Fund/Equality 2011 

 

 


	However voices like this were blown away by the wind of tabloid fever and the comfort of finding legitimate scapegoats during hard times.
	There are recent documented cases of Roma children being taken into care shortly after their arrival in the UK. The children were severely undernourished as a result of the poverty they had lived in in the country of origin. UK social workers interpre...
	All of these factors  justify the need for an up to date guide for workers in many agencies (and politicians!) so that those working with newly arrived Roma communities, in whatever capacity, can have the accurate knowledge they need to  identify Roma...

