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A Roma is treated the same everywhere. She is
excluded, people are hesitant. I mean we do not have
any contact with people. We go out in the morning,
come back home in the evening, always after bread.
Maybe they are not even aware of it, maybe they just do
not care...
Rıfat, Atmaca - Bergama

.
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Konya, Yeni Mahalle
Neighbourhood, August 2010

.

“Let us have a good life, houses. Our children
witness these as they grow up. We want jobs;
we want our children to have occupations...”
Filiz, Atmaca, Bergama

.

Foreword
Beginnings are beautiful,
In 2004, we worked towards seeing the thin line in life, noticing the problems
around us and raising awareness about these problems. As EDROM, we implemented many projects and publicized our issues. Our goal was to create solutions to our education, employment and housing problems so that Roma citizens in Turkey have better life standards.
In this process, we began the Project for Developing Comprehensive Social Policies for Roma Communities with the collaboration of the Boğaziçi University
Social Policy Forum and Anadolu Kültür in April 2011. At the beginning of this
project, we discussed the aims and the activities of the project with our partners
and determined the actors with whom we would establish contact. We started
our fieldwork by carrying out preparatory visits to six cities. In the course of
the project, we carried out in-depth interviews, photography exhibitions and
social policy workshops in Erzurum, Samsun, Konya, Istanbul Ataşehir, Izmir
Bergama and Antakya. Our workshops took place with the participation of municipality representatives, local administrators and non-governmental organisations. We also organized exhibitions in Roma neighbourhoods on children’s
photographs and invited local authorities to these events. Our researchers carried out in-depth interviews on the field. The content of these interviews were
of vital importance.
A good example is the following wishes of Filiz from Bergama:
Let us have a good life, houses. Our children witness these as they grow up. We
want jobs; we want our children to have occupations...
Our wishes are like everyone’s, they could not be expressed better in one sentence. We worked on social policy proposals for 16 months. In this report, you
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can find these proposals, which are based on our future expectations and aim to
improve the life standards in Roma neighbourhoods.
Erdinç Çekiç
EDROM
(Edirne Roma Association)
Chairman of the Board

.

The story of the project...
This project emerged as part of a long-term process. Aysel, an eleven-year-old
girl who helps her family by collecting paper on the street, invited us to her
neighbourhood, called 28 June, after we met her in the city centre of Izmit in
October 2003. The possible risks related to this invitation were evaluated by
the institutions and individuals who were running the project. Due to these
so-called “risks,” the neighbourhood did not have any access to public transportation. As we walked into the neighbourhood, we met many children and their
families with whom we stayed in touch for almost a year. The Yüz Yüze (Faceto-Face) project was born in this context. In an atmosphere of mutual trust and
respect, the children and their families living in this neighbourhood began to
benefit from the project’s activities, such as the services of the 80th Year Children and Youth Centre, a complex of the Ministry of Family and Social Policies
in Izmit, and the mobile art workshops. The activities had been demanded by
the neighbourhood residents depending on their needs. The demands of the
neighbourhood and the contents of the activities determined through mobile
art workshops and conversations in turn prepared the grounds for a shared will
to work together.
As a result of these workshops and conversations, we initiated the Okuma Evi
(Reading House) project, which was a social centre for children and young
people. The neighbourhood residents chose a unit administrator from among
themselves to make decisions on details such as the colour of the house walls
and the operation hours of the centre. Okuma Evi generated a significant dynamism in the neighbourhood, but the problems that emerged in the neighbourhood affected not only the neighbourhood. The most difficult aspects of
our work were raising awareness among the local public institutions and nongovernmental organisations on the processes of the social, economic, cultural
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and spatial exclusion experienced by the neighbourhood residents. For example, the project helped initiate a “make-up education program” that enabled 37
children between the ages of 9 and 14 who had not had access to education or
lacked the necessary ID card to continue their education. The local newspaper
employed a stigmatising language while covering this program and the parents
of other students forced the school administration to change the recess times
of these 34 students, as opposed to those of the other children in the school.
This discriminatory act revealed the obstacles in the way of this process. However, the only reality for these children was the relation they built with their
school. Eleven-year old Sedat, who attended this program, said: “I didn’t know
that schools were like this, I don’t want to go anymore…” For the coordinators of
this project, this statement implied that the planning of social policies should be
based on a comprehensive approach that oversaw and comprehended the multifaceted processes of social exclusion.
While these programs were being implemented, the Gypsy/Roma communities in Turkey began to form associations. As EDÇİNKAY (the Edirne Gypsy
Culture Research and Development Association) observed the project in Izmit,
the necessity of social policy proposals applicable at the local level became more
clear. Between January 2006 and October 2007, SKYGD, SPF, EDROM and
ÇAÇA carried out a project in the Roma and Dom neighbourhoods that lay in
the peripheries of Zonguldak, Çanakkale, Batman and Mardin/Nusaybin. The
goal of this project was to create social policy proposals applicable at the local
level. Initially, the project text was shared with representatives of public institutions and local administrations as well as opinion leaders in the aforementioned
cities. The differences between the cities required careful organisation of the
project that brought together different actors in each city.
Finally, the representatives of different institutions came together in workshops
to discuss social policy proposals applicable at the local level. In these workshops, most representatives used stigmatising and exclusionary language with
regards to Roma and Dom communities and suggested that they had a desire
to stay out of the existing formal systems. However, these communities began
to explain the difficulties they were experiencing and stated that they needed
Konya, Yeni Mahalle Neighbourhood,
August 2010
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platforms on which they could voice their demands once anyone visited and
communicated with them. Furthermore, the interviewed individuals described
not only the social exclusion they faced, but also shared several solution proposals. A similar situation was the case for a few of civil servants (teacher, doctor,
social worker), who had little experience of going to the neighbourhoods and
meeting their residents.
The importance of understanding the difficulties experienced by Roma and creating certain platforms on which these difficulties could be addressed emerged as
prior activities for the planning of integral social policy proposals. These priorities
paved the way for this project that began in April 2010 and brought together the
Edirne Roma Culture Research, Development and Solidarity Associations (the
EDROM) , the Boğaziçi University Social Policy Forum and Anadolu Kültür. In
the planning stage of the project, administrative chiefs, social workers and neighbourhood residents in Istanbul (Ataşehir and Zeytinburnu), Çorlu and Erzurum
(city centre and Oltu) were informed of the project verbally and in writing. After
hearing these people’s evaluations and proposals on the project, the project activities that had begun in Istanbul Ataşehir and involved the aforementioned people
were continued in Erzurum, Samsun, Konya, Bergama and Antakya.
The first stage of these field visits included meeting with the cities’ residents and
introducing ourselves, the project and the context in which it was to be initiated. We listened to discourses and ideas about the communities in which they
were referred to as “Çingene,” “Poşa,” “Abdal,” “Dom,” and “Şıhbızın.” We met
with the residents of different neighbourhoods under different circumstances.
The cooperation of these individuals enabled us to understand the cities’ different dynamics, stories and relations with their Roma communities. Every phase
of the project was carried out with the participation of these individuals in the
decision-making processes. Within this framework, in-depth interviews with
Roma neighbourhood residents and the public administrators responsible for
providing services to these residents composed the first phase of the project.
The other phase of the project brought together children between the ages of nine
and fifteen who participated in photography workshops and organized neighbourhood exhibitions to present their photos. In the last phase of the project’s
activities at the local level, public institutions, local administrations and non-governmental organisations participated in workshops on social policies applicable at
the local level. All of these workshops were hosted either by local administrations
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or Roma/Dom associations. Within this framework, these workshops continued
in different cities with the participation of different actors in each city.
As EDROM invited approximately forty institutions and individuals in each city
to the aforementioned workshops verbally or inwriting, the project team met
with local bodies like local administrators, social workers, teachers and neighbourhood residents to plan the structure of these workshops. For example, the
social policy workshops in Erzurum were hosted by the Erzurum Metropolitan
Municipality and included representatives from the Social Assistance and Solidarity Association and Social Services Headquarters. The workshop in Samsun
was hosted by the Canik Municipality, due to the city’s five Roma associations’
participation in the “Roma Opening” meetings during that time. In this meeting, we had the chance to listen to the principal of Emrullah Efendi Primary
School about their project on nutrition and meals.
The workshop in Konya, hosted by the Social Assistance and Solidarity Association, brought together representatives from the Konya and Karatay municipalities, local authorities, Social Services and the local university. Here, we were
informed that the on-going urban transformation process took as its guiding
principle the city’s recreational needs, instead of on-site development. The local administrations contributed to the photography exhibit that took place in
the neighbourhood to be demolished due to the “transformation plans.” In Bergama, participants in the workshop, which was hosted by the Bergama District
Governorship, discussed TOKI’s (the Housing Development Administration of
Turkey) urban transformation proposal. Dom-Der (the Dom Culture Research,
Development and Solidarity Association) hosted a workshop in Antakya that
brought together the Deputy Governor and the Provincial Security Directorate.
During this workshop, participants discussed the conditions in which the Dom
community lived and the events organized by the associations. Also discussed
were the outcomes of the in-depth interviews and the photography workshops.
In summary, this long-term effort aims to make visible the social exclusion processes targeting Roma and inform as many groups as possible about this issue.
An important step in this regard is to mobilise and form policy proposals. This
requires the existence of platforms in which Roma and non-Roma NGOs can
work together. We hope that this project will contribute to such efforts.
Goncagül Gümüş
Project Coordinator
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Erzurum, Çağlayan Neighbourhood,
June 2010

Introduction

.
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1. Introduction
Social cohesion and peaceful coexistence are important components of people’s
envisagement of a shared future. This requires the existence of a just society
in which social inequalities are overcome. Economic and social programs that
discriminate against certain socio-economic classes, ethnicities, religious beliefs, genders, sexual orientations, ages and physical/mental conditions increase
social inequalities and put the these groups under the risk of social exclusion.
Hence, social exclusion is a multi-dimensional problem of “access to” the labour
market, education, health services and “participation in” political, social and
cultural spheres. In other words, it is a matter of social inequality and social
justice.
Social exclusion can be defined as the inability to participate in society and
points at the problems faced by at-risk individuals in accessing economic, social,
and cultural resources and the ever-increasing weakening of their ties with society (Byrne, 1999). Madanipour notes that exclusion can force an individual out
of society in four arenas: economic, political, cultural, and spatial (Madanipour,
2003). In the economic arena, the lack of access to employment networks, the
constant weakening of relations with the labour market, and the lack of regular
family income are problems leading to social exclusion. But the phenomenon
of social exclusion cannot be explained by insufficient income alone. The weakening of a person’s political representation and exclusion from political life are
also among the factors that hinder participation to society. Moreover, linguistic,
religious, and lifestyle differences with the majority of society threaten individuals and communities with cultural exclusion. When all of these factors come
together, they lead to a multidimensional process of social exclusion.
Madanipour suggests that the terms “social exclusion” and “access” should be
evaluated together as the access to decision-making processes, social resources
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and services determine the level of social exclusion (Madanipour, 2003). Another important aspect of Madanipour’s description is its emphasis on the
manifestation of social exclusion in spaces (Madanipour, 2003). Here, the author
emphasises that the spaces in which we live shape our access to social resources
and services. This spatial aspect is the determinant factor of the ways in which
social exclusion is experienced. For example, spatial segregation is an important
obstacle for some individuals’ access to employment networks and participation
in the labour market (Kempen, 2002). Social exclusion begins with spatial segregation. In order to understand social exclusion as an experience, we have to
look into the spatial segregation. Also, spatial segregations brings with it spatial
stigmatisation. People living in stigmatised spaces that are described as risky
have difficulty leaving that space and the space itself becomes the main factor
of social exclusion. Another important dimension of this discussion is that once
stigmatised, these spaces are no longer places for solidarity (Wacquant, 1993).
According to Wacquant, the residents of such spaces want to leave their neighbourhood, move to a safer and more comfortable space as opposed to mobilizing and acting together with their neighbours. The excluded and stigmatised
space destroys the environment of solidarity and collectivity. Instead, it leaves
individuals alone with their social exclusion. Services also deteriorate in stigmatised spaces. For many people, the space in which they live determines the
school their children attend and therefore the future that lies ahead of them
(Byrne, 1999).
In this context, social exclusion cannot be explained solely by material deprivation. Social exclusion with its references to spatial segregation, access to
resources and social participation make it an important conceptualisation for
researchers working on poverty. In this book, we argue that Roma communities experience a multidimensional process of social exclusion. In order to
grasp Roma’s problems and offer policy proposals, we must understand the
different dimensions and processes of social exclusion. Due to its emphasis
on the multidimensionality and spatiality, the concept of social exclusion offers us a critical analytical framework to understand Roma’s participation in
society.
Several studies on Roma issues have been done in recent years. These studies
emphasise that Roma are the most disadvantaged community in Turkey and the
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Roma experience is an experience of poverty, social exclusion and discrimination in several areas.* These studies identify employment, housing, health and
education as the main areas where Roma face difficulties. The problem areas
identified by these studies can be summarised as such: Among Roma, the level
of unemployment is high and most Roma do not have regular incomes and
work without social security. Social assistance schemes play an important role
in the livelihood of Roma. Many Roma receive social assistance from the Social
Assistance and Solidarity Foundation or municipalities. These funds are of vital
importance to Roma families without stable incomes, but their indiscretion reduces the positive impact these funds may have on Roma lives. When we look
at the conditions of housing of Roma communities, we see that their neighbourhoods are marginalised places with inadequate living conditions. Recently,
Roma neighbourhoods have faced the risk of destruction and evacuation due
to urban transformation projects. When it comes to education Roma do have
a low level of access to education. The Roma children have high dropout rates
and there are many cases where a third or fourth grade Roma primary school
student is still illiterate. Due to income inadequacy of the family and financial
burdens of schools, many Roma children leave school at an early age and start
working with their families.
Since the 1990s Roma have mobilised and formed associations in their cities
in order to voice their problems in political and social platforms. Since 2005,
the number of Roma NGOs has increased rapidly and regional and national
federations have been formed, especially in the Aegean and Marmara regions.
However, the problems of “participation” and “access” continue to exist. The
representation of Roma is minimal in several arenas like political parties, professional associations and labour unions.
The studies and reports on Roma issues are important as they make these issues
more visible. However, more focus needs to be given to the multi-faceted and
spatial nature of the social exclusion towards Roma; the perception of Roma in
society; the ways in which this perception shapes the solidarity relations within
*

See Akkan E. B., Karatay A. (2007) Romanlar ve Sosyal Politika, İstanbul: SKYGD; Fundacion
Secretariado Gitano (2010) Understanding Employment and Decent Work Challenges in Turkey, the Situation of Roma in Turkey, report prepared for the European Commission, We Are
Here: Discriminatory Exclusion and Struggle for the Rights of Roman in Turkey (2008) Helsinki
Citizens Assembly, European Roma Rights Center, Edirne Roma Association, İstanbul

25

26

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

Roma neighbourhoods, and Roma’s encounters with the state as citizens. Within this framework, this study aims to understand the multidimensional and spatial character of poverty and social exclusion that Roma live through. We argue
that the stigmatised spaces and “unwanted” jobs determine Roma’s long-lasting
social exclusion and fragile citizenship. In this context, being a Roma was not
taken only as an ethnic identity in our study. We argue that in accordance with
the perception of Roma living in stigmatised spaces and doing unwanted jobs,
“Roma” points at a lower social status. This is a result of long-lasting social exclusion and stigmatisation.
In our fieldwork we came across groups who identify themselves as a different ethnic group like Şıhbızın in Erzurum. With the above perspective, we
included them in our research. Although this community does not identify
themselves as Roma, they are perceived as Roma by the inhabitants of the city
which is referring to a low level of social status and stigmatised neighbourhood. This perception intertwined by space forced us to ask the questions:
“What does it mean to be a Roma in the society?” “Where does being a Roma
start and end?”
Within this framework, this study focuses on issues of employment, housing,
education, health and social assistance schemes in order to understand Roma’s
social exclusion and its spatial manifestation. The field research was carried
out in six different cities: Erzurum, Samsun, Bergama-Izmir, Konya, IstanbulAtaşehir and Antakya. The main criteria in the selection of these locations
were regional representation, socio-economic differences and the existence of
possible partner associations. The selection of cities from different regions in
Turkey aimed to increase geographical diversity and we paid extra attention
to different levels of socio-economic conditions and cultural patterns in this
process.
This diversity gave us the opportunity to see the different aspects of the experiences of Roma. For instance, Erzurum is a conservative city, the economy of
which mainly relies on agriculture and husbandry. Similarly, Konya is a con-

Antakya, Emek Neighbourhood,
September 2010
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servative city, but different from Erzurum, its economy, mainly the service and
industrial sectors, is growing rapidly. We selected Samsun not only because it
is the biggest and most developed city in the Black Sea region, but also due to
a large Roma population and high number of Roma organisations in this city.
The city of Izmir, which has received public attention recently through the concept of “lifestyle,” which implies an anti-conservative cultural environment, was
chosen to understand the Roma experience in the Aegean region. The research
in Izmir was carried out in Bergama where an old Roma neighbourhood exists.
Antakya is a city that lies at the intersection of many different cultures. This city
was chosen because it enabled us to examine the status of Roma in an environment where different cultures live. More information on the selected cities can
be found in the Appendix.
In order to understand the economic, social and political context of each city,
we initiated correspondence with several institutions as we were beginning our
investigation. We met with public administrators, Roma associations and other
interested parties. In the course of the project, we carried out in-depth interviews with the representatives of non-governmental organisations, public and
local administrations, social workers, muhtar (district administrators), health
professionals, journalists, teachers and artists. Although our research aimed to
understand social exclusion from Roma’s perspective, we wanted to get a view
of the perception of Roma neighbourhoods in the city. After these interviews,
we met with Roma association representatives, or muhtar in cities when there
were no Roma associations, and discussed the issues Roma faced in social life
and received their support during the field research phase. In other words, the
fieldwork began both with the local administrators’ knowledge and with the
support of Roma associations.
The backbone of our research was an ethnographic study conducted in Roma
neighbourhoods. Mainly, we carried out semi structured in-depth interviews
with the residents of Roma neighbourhoods. We also interviewed the administrators of schools and health centres located in these neighbourhoods. The
number of recorded and unrecorded interviews in each city was approximately
twenty. Gender, age and employment were the main determinants of the people
to be interviewed. In these interviews, the researchers mainly focused on the
issues of housing, education, health, social assistance and employment. Spatial
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exclusion in urban life was also one of the main topics of the interviews. In the
following sections, we aim to portray the multidimensional and spatial social
exclusion that Roma experience, based on their narratives depicted from the indepth interviews we conducted in the most spatially marginalised and excluded
neighbourhoods of Erzurum, Samsun, Konya, Antakya and Bergama in Izmir.
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Antakya, Emek Neighbourhood,

Poverty and Social Exclusion
of Roma
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2010in Turkey

Social exclusion in Roma narratives
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2. Social exclusion in Roma narratives
Within the above framework, this section focuses on spatial stigmatisation of
Roma, the access to the labour market, education, health, and access to social
assistance in order to uncover the multidimensional processes of social exclusion that Roma face.

2.1. The perception of Roma and spatial stigmatisation
The spatial aspect we emphasised in the conceptual framework determines the
extent of social exclusion experienced by Roma in Turkey. The processes of this
exclusion are closely linked with their “unfavourable” spaces that lie in the pe-

Samsun, Yavuz Selim Neighbourhood, July 2010
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ripheries of cities. Roma spaces, described as “dangerous” for the safety and
prosperity of cities are stigmatised as the source of crime and illegality. They are
treated as places that do not have a value for the city that need to be abolished.
Hence, with their infrastructure and transportation problems, poor housing
conditions and illegal economies, these neighbourhoods have turned into ghettos that are perceived as threats to urban development that require intervention
and transformation. These stigmatised and segregated spaces are the main determinants of Roma’s access to all spheres of social life.
In this context, spatial stigmatisation becomes a means for Roma exclusion. As
Wacquant (2007) emphasises the stigmatisation has two stages: The stigmatisation is built through the discourses in the media and language of the public
administrators, and is reproduced as Roma communities internalise the prejudiced discourses that build a Roma image. The basis for this stigmatisation also
has historical roots of an image attributed to Roma. However, the spatial stigmatisation of Roma is not merely a problem of language and discourse, but a
permanent issue of exclusion that manifests itself in daily encounters of Roma
which is shaped by these discourses.
The perception of Roma and the language of spatial stigmatisation
In all of the cities in which we carried out our research, we observed other inhabitants of the cities describing Roma neighbourhoods as places where “we should
not even pass by.” All of the people we met in the hotels in which we stayed, in
the shops we visited and in the restaurants where we ate had the same surprised
and horrified response to hearing the name of the neighbourhoods we visited.
They constantly advised us not to go to those neighbourhoods: “Watch out, they
may attack you,” “They will steal your money,” “They will be nice to you but curse
you behind your back,” “You cannot trust those people,” “One cannot eat their food
or drink their water.” The perception that fuelled the thought that no one decent
would live in these neighbourhoods was always the same: Roma neighbourhoods are spaces of crime and illegality. We observed the same perception as
we spoke to public administrations throughout our study. A social worker from
the Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation in one of the cities claimed that
there were no parks in Roma neighbourhoods because these people had the
habit of “damaging public goods”:
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Erzurum, Abdurrahmanağa Neighbourhood, June 2010

It would not be any use even if there were ten parks in that place. There
is a policy of damaging those parks swings, slides and all other public
goods. On purpose, you can be sure of this, no matter how many parks
you build, they will tear them apart.
However, the only park in the Roma neighbourhood was used and taken care of
by the children of the neighbourhood.
On the other hand, Roma neighbourhoods were the first places that came to
mind in cases of unresolved crimes occur in the cities:
Child kidnapping also took place in Erzurum. They killed Musa, appeared on the television to talk and said that someone from Gölbaşı killed
him. Later, they talked again and said it was not someone from Gölbaşı,
but someone else. They just do not like Gölbaşı. Gölbaşı is not liked. Gürkan, Gölbaşı, Erzurum
Ragıp, from Konya’s Yenimahalle, a Roma neighbourhood identified with crime,
described the people’s perception of Roma as criminals and the police violence
and suspicion that come along with this perception:
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So one enters, enters the woman’s house, she had gold, he takes the gold
and kills the woman. So who did this. Yeni Mahalle? When you say Yeni
Mahalle, you are mistaken for accusing us. Why would Yeni Mahalle
do it, why would it kill? Honest to God, panzers entered this neighbourhood. They gathered everyone together, in the pergola that used to
be there, recorded everyone’s faces with a camera to show to the family
of the victim. If someone says, mars her conscience and says, “It’s that
one,” you are done. But they investigated with the great might of the
police. This time the killer turned out to be the victim’s sister-in-law.
The victim’s sister-in-law, not anyone from our neighbourhood! Later
on they came from the police station, this and that. “We thought it was
from Yeni Mahalle.” It was not any one from Yeni Mahalle. Ragıp, Yeni
Mahalle, Konya
The stigmatisation of Roma neighbourhoods as spaces of crime also prevents
Roma from participating in the city life beyond the borders of their neighbourhoods. Roma say that the words “thief ” and “inauspicious” come to people’s mind when they hear of Roma, and that they cannot easily go to city
centres, enter a shopping mall or a restaurant. The stigmatised space of Roma
detaches them from urban life and locks them in their neighbourhoods. We
can also argue that this spatial stigmatisation also disrupts the social life and
solidarity networks within Roma neighbourhoods, which will be discussed
later.
Abolishing stigmatised spaces: Slum transformation projects
In every city that we carried out research, Roma neighbourhoods were slum
settlements with deed problems. In parallel to the poverty they experienced,
Roma solved their housing problem by building slums. This situation is a key
component of their livelihood strategies. Firstly, paying rent is a big burden on
Roma families, as majority of Roma do not have regular incomes. However,
having a slum house, is more than a way to fulfill the need for residence for
many Roma. It is a necessity, as their living space serves an important function
in the organisation of Romas jobs. Paper, scrap and plastic collection are the
main occupations of the residents of Roma neighbourhoods. The slum environment serves as a gathering/storage site where the collected materials are
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Samsun, 264 Evler TOKİ Konutları District, July 2010

sorted before they are sent to recycling centres. Similarly, slum areas have an
important occupational function in Samsun, where some families make their
living with horse-drawn carriages. The free space around the slum area is used
to make barns in which the horses are kept and taken care of. For these reasons,
one cannot claim that slums are merely accommodation for Roma but a social
space where they develop livelihood strategies. The urban transformation policies targeting these slums ignore the vital role these spaces play in Roma families’ livelihood strategies. Therefore, urban transformation projects that ignore
this point* not only create housing problems for Roma, but also threaten their
livelihood strategies.
*

The urban transformation projects that emerged during the AKP administrations in the past
decade violate the right to housing of not only Roma, but all poor people (UN AGFE, 2009).
Slum transformation projects, a type of urban transformation project, mainly include the
tearing down of slums and the construction of consumption sites such as houses and shopping malls that target the middle and upper middle classes (Candan ve Kolluoğlu, 2008).
This process usually takes place through the protocols signed by local municipalities and the
Housing Development Administration of Turkey (TOKI). According to these protocols, the
slum owners whose houses are torn down can move to TOKI houses which require monthly
payments of 150 to 300 TL for ten to fifteen years. Due to the economic transformation since
the 1980s, finding jobs in the formal sector with regular incomes is more difficult in Turkey
(Buğra ve Keyder, 2003). Therefore, poor people are unable to make these payments and are
forced to evacuate TOKI houses (UN AGFE 2009).
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In this context, we can say that every Roma neighbourhood fearfully awaits these
slum transformation projects. In every neighbourhood we worked in, there was
a rumour about a slum transformation project on the way. We have observed
the fear and uncertainty this rumour created in these people. In a way, slum
transformation projects lie at the heart of the spatial exclusion of Roma. As we
mentioned earlier, local administrators describe Roma neighbourhoods as the
centres of crime and illegal activities. For this reason, Roma neighbourhoods
are not viewed as living spaces, but as places of crime that should be eradicated
urgently. An issue that often came up in our meetings with public administrators was the necessity to get rid of crime in Roma neighbourhoods. The reason
often used by the administrators to justify the neighbourhood evacuations was
that the houses in which Roma lived were not in good conditions. Roma experience a form of forced migration that is justified by offering “better lives.”
On the other hand, as Wacquant (2007) points out, a state policy such as slum
demolitions that would normally be seen as outrageous is justified in the case
of Roma. For this reason, neither the “dawn operations*” of the police forces in
these neighbourhoods nor the urban transformation projects that force Roma
out of their homes and put them under the burden of heavy debt receives public
attention.
To summarize, “Roma space” is described as something to be destroyed immediately and slum transformation projects are carried out despite the role of
these spaces in the socio-economic lives of Roma people. Slum transformation
projects open way to a multi-dimensional problem of housing and livelihood
for Roma and deepens the spatial stigmatising and social exclusion this community experiences.
The story of a slum transformation project: Samsun 200 Evler
The cities where we conducted the field research were in different stages of
the slum transformation projects. For this reason, we had the opportunity to
observe how Roma experienced the different stages of these projects. Samsun
enabled us to see how a completed slum transformation project could jeopardize the livelihood of Roma and lead to another form of spatial exclusion. As
*

Dawn operations are police raids that are carried out in neighbourhoods affiliated with crime.
They usually take place right before sunrise.
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Samsun, 264 Evler TOKİ Konutları District, July 2010

part of slum transformation, Roma in the 200 Evler neighbourhood in Samsun
were relocated to TOKI* apartments. The neighbourhood had been torn down
completely and the residents relocated to TOKI apartments that had been built
right next to the neighbourhood. Aside from Samsun, we also had the chance
to be briefed about the slum transformation projects that had been initiated in
Bergama and Konya by the municipal authorities of these towns. However, we
believe that telling the story of Samsun 200 Evler will be more useful since the
slum transformation project in this city has been completed already.
Most of the Roma from Thessaloniki, Greece who had settled in Samsun after
the population exchanges following the Treaty of Lausanne** in 1923 have been
*

Housing Development Administration of Turkey (TOKI) is the single public body responsible for housing projects, including social housing in Turkey.

** The Treaty of Lausanne was a peace treaty signed in Lausanne, Switzerland on 24 July 1923,
that settled the Anatolian and East Thracian parts of the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire.
The treaty of Lausanne was ratified by the Greek government on 11 February 1924, by the
Turkish government on 31 March and by the governments of Great Britain, Italy and Japan on
6 August. It was registered in the League of Nations Treaty Series on 5 September 1924 (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Lausanne) The “Convention Concerning the Exchange of
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living in a slum neighbourhood that was close to the city centre until the 1990s.
The neighbourhood’s physical conditions were not suitable for a healthy life.
For this reason, in 1996, the mayor of the time designated an area for the Roma
community far from the city centre. Two hundred families were relocated, free
of charge, to this neighbourhood, which had single-story houses with small gardens and was later called 200 Evler. Of course, over time, with the population
increase, some single-story houses were transformed into multi-story buildings
and the total number of houses in the neighbourhood reached around 264.
Two hundred of these families have appropriation permits that acknowledge
their right to reside in their houses. Different from the deed appropriation permits that were given by the state after the slum amnesty act of 1984, these permits allowed individuals only to reside in their houses. The rights to dispose of,
sell and rent out these houses were not given by these permits. As he handed out
these permits, the mayor at that time verbally guaranteed that no other public
administrator would take away these houses from the Roma community. After
this, people lived under better conditions in this relatively improved environment despite some infrastructure problems until 2007.
The highway that was built right next to the neighbourhood in the early 2000s
raised the land value of the area, which in turn brought the neighbourhood to
an end. In 2007, the neighbourhood was declared an unban transformation site
in accordance with the 73rd Article of Municipal Law and multi-story TOKI
apartments were constructed right next to the neighbourhood. In 2008, the residents of the neighbourhood were relocated to the apartments in exchange for
monthly payments of 159 TL for a period of 10 years. We discovered that most
of these relocations had been done by force and many illiterate residents had not
even been notified about the heavy payment conditions of the agreement they
had signed. A lot people rejected to sign these agreements and continued to live
in the neighbourhood for a while. Ayşe, tells the story of how she had moved
into TOKI apartments:

Greek and Turkish Populations” was signed at Lausanne, Switzerland, on 30 January 1923, by
the governments of Greece and Turkey. It involved approximately 2 million people (around
1.5 million Anatolian Greeks and 500,000 Muslims in Greece), most of whom were forcibly made refugees and de jure denaturalized from their homelands. (http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Population_exchange_between_Greece_and_Turkey)
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We did not even sign, or take the key...we had no other option but break in
[to the TOKI apartment], kick the door and enter. Honestly, because there
was no electricity, no water in the neighbourhood anymore. Full of mice,
and insects. The kids were with us, we had to come.
The officer from the Samsun Municipality Urban Planning Office informed us
about the legal context and conditions. This municipal representative told us
that the municipality had had problems with a person involved in the construction industry. In order to resolve this problem, it had agreed to allot the land of
the 200 Evler to this person, but that for this to happen, it needed to remove all
of the houses. The municipal representative also told us that the project aimed
to help Roma adapt to the healthy and modern lifestyle in apartments, but for
some reason, these Roma insisted on not making their monthly payments. As
we learned from Roma associations in this neighbourhood, none of the families
who had moved into the TOKI apartments had been able to make their payments for the previous two years. This collective inability to pay also was confirmed during our meeting with the municipality. The ten people we spoke to in
the neighbourhood told us that they had made the payments once or twice, but
that they had not been able to continue making them anymore. Making these
monthly payments seemed impossible for these families who had no regular
incomes and earned at most 300 to 400 TL each month.
In addition to the difficulties related to monthly payments, TOKI apartments
hindered the neighbourhood based social life of Roma.
Everyone wants to live nice and clean. It was very different in the neighbourhood. Single-story. More beautiful. There people could socialize more
easily. There we could step out the door. I just told you, we never go down.
Not in here.
In the TOKI apartments what makes life more difficult is the lack of a public
space where people could spend time together.
(In the old neighbourhood) It was more like a tea garden. Here it is not
like that. In the apartment environment, if you go down, 40 people follow.
Not enough space to sit down, to wander. In our other neighbourhood it
was quite big, you could wander around. There were so many streets. Here
they did not even make any space where we could wander around. When
that part was constructed, it also had a park, they even took that away.
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Samsun, 264 Evler TOKİ Konutları District, July 2010

There is not place for the kids to play. The kids go to the backside for play,
where there are cars.
The physical conditions of the TOKI apartments are also very poor. People talk
of walls leaking sewerage and the low-quality materials used inside the houses.
Unlike how it was promised, the new houses turned out to not offer healthy living spaces: I live on the fourth floor, not in the basement. It is as if a river passes
through the house. There is human excrement and whatever you want...
In addition to all this, the incompatibility of the apartment lifestyle with their
jobs such as paper collection and horse carriage driving makes life more difficult. However, the main difficulty is the obligation to pay for their accommodation in amounts that they cannot afford. The uncertainty and anxiety this
situation creates are at the centre of people’s lives. The municipality’s demand
for the monthly payments for the unhealthy apartments makes the lives of many
Roma more difficult.
Fırat described the problem like this: “I mean, when you take my house, you have
to give me one. I cannot say, they took my house, but they gave me a house and a
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modern life in return. You claim to have given me a modern house, but the houses
are falling apart. And then you ask me for some money?...The people here have not
ever gone to an apartment, lived in it, paid rent. They are the people who sit, once
their plate is finished, they go to somewhere else, get another plate and eat it. They
are not rich people.² Kazım described the situation in a similar manner: ″You will
not explain me things, my brother, you will first hear me out. The kids are hungry
in my house. Hungry, my friend. Either a job for me or some food. Can I explain
myself? I have no job, no social security. I have nothing, nowhere to work. No dues
to pay, no salary. Then you come, demolish my house and tell me “I have built a
model house for you.” Forget about it. How am I going to be comfortable there, my
friend? How am I going to pay? You will have to give me something so that I can
pay you back.
With the uncertainty and anxiety it creates, the problem of accommodation
seems to surpass all other problems Roma experience in the areas of health,
education and access to social assistance. “Once they give the title deeds,” said
Salih, “Then everyone will be at ease. People will make a living somehow. They
will collect paper, this, that, beer cans, bottles...The only worry here is housing. No
other worries. No other problems.”
Salih, who claimed that the main problem for them was housing continued to
talk about the schools costs of his children as well as the 300 TL worked selling
toasted bread and doing porterage in the neighbourhood and did not receive
any aid from the SYDV (Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation) expect for
some coal. But as we point out, the risk of not finding any housing precedes all
other problems in the 200 Evler neighbourhood.
Unlike the stereotypes of “unashamed” Roma, we observed that they felt bad
about not being able to make their payments. Urban transformation becomes a
process of exposing the poverty of Roma and thus making them feel ashamed
of themselves. At this point, Halime’s explanation for not participating in any
urban transformation protest is self-explanatory: No, I never participated. I was
ashamed, ashamed because...I don’t know, maybe the cameras would film or we
would be in the newspapers. They would say, “Here, they can’t even pay 200 million.” I was ashamed because we would be called helpless. I never went.
Today, TOKI asks every family in TOKI apartments that cannot make the payments to evacuate their houses. In response, one of the Roma associations set up
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in TOKI apartments have decided to represent the households and sue TOKI. It
also has made a press release in front of the courthouse.*
As the evacuation of Roma from their neighbourhoods continues with more urban transformation projects, the problems experienced in 200 Evler and TOKI
apartments in Samsun will re-emerge. Once again, this process demonstrates
that the issue of housing cannot be evaluated separately from other areas of life
such as livelihood strategies.
Spatial stigmatisation and neighbourhood solidarity or (non)solidarity
For Roma, whose lives are marked by uncertainties, the protection of their living space means the protection of security, and the maintenance of their neighbourhood implies the maintenance of their society. Neighbourhoods have such
an importance for Roma. The fact that livelihood strategies are shaped within
the neighbourhood, that people can shop on account/credit and that it may be
cheaper to shop at a local shop as opposed to bigger markets enables the life
in the neighbourhood to continue: Now, there is a shop over there, it works on
weekly payments. Because he does not have either, his financial situation is also
bad. But what can he do, he manages, our people, our neighbourhood’s people. But
weekly. For example how much have you borrowed, 100 million, give at least 50.
He works like this...
But here we should see the contradiction that solidarity networks in slum neighbourhoods are far from protecting Roma from poverty: My neighbour comes
and tells me to give her some oil, I give it to her. She wants something else, I give it
to her. And when they have it, they give it back. But if they do not have it...
Especially in Erzurum and Konya, where people experience harsh stigmatisation and social exclusion, we cannot talk of solidarity networks that contribute
to livelihood of Roma. As Hatice, from Gölbaşı neighbourhood in Erzurum
pointed out: There is no neighbourliness. But I am currently in need. I am in
need and what does the man over there do? Look, no meat has been cooked in my
house in the past year, no, two years. I swear. What does the man over there do?
He has a barbecue, and my daughter comes up to me and says, “Mother, let’s do
one someday.” I say “Ok, we will.” I swear. I cannot go and ask the man, “Can you
*

http://www.cnnturk.com/2010/turkiye/09/24/taksit.odeyemeyen.romanlar.mahkemelik/
590791.0/index.html

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

Konya, Yeni Mahalle Neighbourhood, August 2010

give me a piece so that I can give it to my child?” I would not. So there it is, no
neighbourliness.
If one of the reasons why solidarity networks disappear is the loss of mutual
trust between people in a stigmatised environment, another reason is that almost every household has financial problems. Hüseyin from Samsun TOKI
apartments explained that the household that cannot support itself is unable to
help its neighbours: 1500-2000 people live here. In the end everyone gets a small
amount of food. How can you share this? That is difficult. You cannot. It is not
possible to share what you earn. You can barely distribute it in your house. It is
impossible to do it outside the house.
To live in a Roma space becomes something involuntary, it is an obligation due
to the poverty people experience. They have no other option but to live in these
neighbourhoods where it is possible to build slums or rent places at cheap prices. Ece from Yeni Mahalle, Konya, described the situation :
... You just live there, they say “Are you from there?” “We say ‘we are
Kurds.’” I mean, most people know us, recognize us. We are here because
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we have to. I mean, they know what we are, they do not ask much anyway.
They know the neighbourhood, they know that we live in the neighbourhood...When they say “Why don’t you leave, get out?” It’s the rent. Sometimes there is no place, you look for it, but there is none. And in that case
we have to live here.
Having a different ethnic identity does not prevent one from living in a Roma
space. People start living in Roma neighbourhoods due to the problems they
have in terms of housing. Similarly, when we asked Nurcan from Yavuz Selim,
Samsun, if she had considered living outside her neighbourhood, her answer
was that she was forced to live in that place, which was the only place she could
continue the life with uncertainties she was living: I haven’t thought about it because I cannot buy a house in the city centre even if I try. If I rent a place, I won’t
have the money to pay the rent. I have no insurance, no job, how can I pay? So,
where will I go? No job, no money, no insurance, no house. How can I leave? Here,
we get by. But in the city, I can’t. Electricity, water, bills. I cannot help but think
about them.
In addition to the fear of not making it outside the neighbourhood, people often expressed their longing to the life outside. Ayşe from Samsun said that she
was stuck in the neighbourhood and complained about not being able to “move
away” from there: I mean we are like in a cage when we are in this neighbourhood.
We did not get out of this neighbourhood. May God permit that our future generations get out and see everything. Spread around, you know. Okay unity is still
unity. But like I said, we haven’t seen much. We have seen nothing. We have seen
nothing. Because of this, I would love that. I would love to see everything. Wandering around the outside, the country. I don’t know, hospitals, those teachers...
Leaving the neighbourhood implies leaving the Roma community. The few people who can get an education and a job often choose to weaken their relations
with the neighbourhood and the Roma community. Sabri from Gölbaşı, Erzurum, described his cousin’s disengagement: Why is it good to go to school? At
least he can be a teacher. Some of us become teachers, nurses, my cousin became
the chief police officer. Well, he is the chief police officer, but when it is the case of
our environment, Gölbaşı, he never looks after us. But my cousin never visits us.
His father was a martyr in the war. The state sent him to school. He left here and
went to Ankara, Istanbul. Got his education. His son also went to school. I saw him
once, 15 years ago, when my father died. Since then he hasn’t come by.
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Erzurum, Abdurrahmanağa Neighbourhood, June 2010

Aside from the will to disengage, people do not feel safe in the environment
in which they live. Here, we see Roma internalising the stigmatising language
outsiders construct about the neighbourhood. Similar to how these places are
described as “full of danger,” Roma describe their neighbourhood through this
stigmatising discourse. The social perception of Roma shapes their self-perception. Sometimes an explanation made in such cases is that the neighbourhood
is in fact “clean,” but it has been ruined by late-comers. Ali from Bergama said:
So they just arrived from Akhisar. Ok, we got that. The next day you go out, again,
different people. Who are they? Well, they are from Kırkağaç. Well, these are from
here, those are from there. Okay, they are not the locals of our Bergama, but they
do all sorts of things. I mean I’m not badmouthing, but the locals of Bergama are
really good people.
For example, the families that had moved to Bergama recently work as seasonal
agricultural workers and trash collectors. This causes an income inequality between the latecomers and those who already lived here, which in turn creates a
duality of “latecomer-local.” This duality works as a tool for the “locals” to es-
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cape spatial exclusion. Similarly, Ahmet and his relatives, who moved to Konya,
Yeni Mahalle, recently are described as “from the mountains” and excluded,
which allows them to see and visit no one but their relatives. The illegal activities and the police raids lead the neighbourhood residents to fear each other and
communicate as little as possible. When we were startled by the view of a rifle
in the room during an interview with Kenan and asked why, he kept a rifle at
home, he responded:
We have to keep it, in case we need it... You know here, it’s a critical area.
And people are armed, you know. Either a gun or a knife. I am forced to.
I have children. I have to, when they enter my house, I have to carry it.
To scare them.
When we ask if he had needed to scare someone so far, Kenan said: No, but I
might still need it. You can never trust this neighbourhood.
These stories tell us that when we think about the housing policies targeting
Roma, we have to bear in mind the contradictions in their neighbourhoodbased lives. These spaces are especially important once we understand their role
in the livelihood strategies of the Roma like the role of the account-credit system
in neighbourhood shops. But it is contradictory that they are stigmatised ghettos where ‘no other choice’ defines the obligatory reside in the neighbourhood.
The slum transformation projects that ignore the social fabric of Roma neighbourhoods create more serious housing problems for Roma and enhance the
processes of social exclusion that they experience. Yet, we cannot describe these
neighbourhoods as areas where Roma can cope with poverty and exclusion. The
lack of access to municipal services, the discourse of spatial stigmatisation and
the difficulties that this discourse creates with regards to employment jeopardize the foundations of the solidarity networks. The discourse of exclusion comes
not only from the outside, but is also internalised and it influences the ways in
which people relate to one another.
If we are to repeat ourselves, space has a contradictory meaning for Roma and
precisely because of this aspect, being perceived as Roma has a spatial bound.
On the one hand, Roma spaces are the only areas in cities where the most socially excluded could live. On the other hand, they are the places where they
constantly feel stigmatised and want to leave as soon as possible. What comes
out of this discussion is that the condition of being a “Roma” emerges when

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

poverty and social exclusion are “Romanised” and a discourse of exclusion is
born as the Roma identity is aligned with certain stigmatised spaces and unwanted occupations. For example, in Erzurum, the Şıhbızın community, who
live in the stigmatised neighbourhood of Gölbaşı experiences social exclusion
the most. They do not identify themselves as Roma, but they are perceived as
Roma by the other inhabitants of the city. Similarly, the Kurds in Konya Yeni
Mahalle are “perceived as Roma” due to the inscription of Yeni Mahalle on their
identity cards, and cannot access networks of formal employment. What is emphasised here is that the condition that determines social exclusion goes beyond
identities and is related to the space in which people live. Communities that live
in “Roma” spaces have to deal with the stigmatisation of these neighbourhoods
by both outsiders and insiders.
The following sections on relations with the labour market, education, health
and access to other social assistance schemes are dealt within this critical argument of Romanization of poverty and social exclusion based on the perception
of Roma and spatial stigmatisation. These two themes define the social exclusion processes in different spheres of life that hinder participation of Roma to
society.

2.2 Exclusion from economic life: Roma and the labour market
The working poor
Social exclusion in the economic sphere is often related to permanent unemployment. However, what is experienced is a constant movement between unemployment and unqualified jobs, and trying to live on social assistance. The
conditions that form livelihood strategies determine the process of social exclusion in the economic sphere (Byrne, 1999). In relation to the labour market,
irregular income and lack of social security determine the livelihood strategies
of the poor. There is a general agreement in the public that unemployment is the
major problem of Roma. However, the perception of unemployment as the most
important problem experienced by Roma downplays many of the difficulties in
the relations of Roma with the labour market and their livelihood strategies. In
their 2008 research on urban poverty, Buğra and Keyder concluded that poverty
had more to do with the quality of one’s job as opposed to unemployment. The
poorest groups in cities were those who had unqualified and insecure jobs, such
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as agricultural workers, mobile service providers and those working in other
people’s houses (Buğra & Keyder, 2008). We argue that the main problem in the
relations Roma (the poorest group in cities) with the labour market is that they
mostly work in unqualified, unstable and insecure jobs. Indeed, Roma are the
working poor of their cities. This leads us to discuss the issue of access to jobs
with social security and livelihood strategies together.
In each of the cities in which we conducted our research, there is a Roma community that works under unqualified, insecure, unhealthy and heavy conditions.
For Roma whose income is unstable and whose livelihood strategy is based on
“making it through the day,” a job with social security is wanted the most. The
jobs with social security are almost closed to Roma and their relations with the
labour market as well as their livelihood strategies are marked by “here today and
gone tomorrow” type of jobs. In this world, where income is uncertain and everything is for “making it through the day,” the livelihood strategies of the Roma
are shaped by spatial segmentation. While informal networks in Roma spaces do
not provide access to jobs with social security, the solidarity networks fail to offer
a support mechanism. In this context, we again need to understand the spatial
component that marks the relations of the Roma with the labour market.
Although they vary in each city due to the differences in economic circumstances, the jobs Roma do are the most marginalised and unwanted jobs of the
cities. The unwanted jobs available to Roma are intertwined with the perception
of Roma in the city. These insecure jobs such as scrap dealing, paper and plastic collecting and porterage are seen as Roma occupations and determine their
social status. As these jobs are the least wanted occupations that no one even
wants to see being done, the discomfort of seeing Roma in city life manifests
itself when people do not want scrap dealers in Antakya or peddlers in Konya.
Similarly, Roma in Bergama can only find jobs as seasonal agricultural workers.
Roma construct their identities in this respect. Yaşar from Samsun had a description of “non-Roma” that portrayed this situation: I mean she is a doctor, or
something. She must have a job somewhere. But we don’t. We only do porterage.
As this uneasy relation of Roma with the labour market determines their
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exclusion from other spheres of life, for Roma, participation to society is equated
with having a job with social security and a regular income. “Having a proper
occupation” is what differentiates non Roma from Roma:
“Huh, a gypsy,” they say. This happens. This happens everywhere. Everywhere we live. Of course, it will be a long time before this problem is fixed.
That is because we don’t have scientists, we don’t have sociologists. We
don’t have this and that. None. If people had stuff to do these days, they
would have the position to talk comfortably in society. The most...that
economic difference between us. It’s all economic.
Savaş, Modern Pazar- Samsun
As we have argued before, the stigmatisation of Roma spaces is closely linked
to the exclusion of the Roma from the labour market. Admitting that there can
be little data on this, Kempen points out that discrimination based on addresses
is a common phenomenon in the labour market (Kempen, 2002). The association of Roma neighbourhoods with crime and illegality removes the residents’
chances of finding jobs. In all of the cities we went to, we heard of cases where
spatial stigmatisation obstructed the access of Roma to the labour market. One
of the places where this is experienced more severely is the Yeni Mahalle neighbourhood in Konya where mostly Abdal live. Yeni Mahalle is labelled as a place
of crime to such an extent that whatever happens in Konya is taken out of this
neighbourhood’s residents. Here is a story we heard: A few people from Yeni
Mahalle, including Selim, started working in a factory. 15 days later, they were
asked to provide residence certificates, birth certificates, ID photocopies and
family record booklets for their social security registration. Upon seeing “Yeni
Mahalle” as residence on their ID cards, the officer quickly went to the owners’
office, when he came out, he said “OK guys, head out. You’re fired.” When they
asked him about what just happened, he said “We have too many workers, so we
made a draw and you guys came out of it.”
What can I tell you? They say “These are nomads, Abdal, they don’t pray,
do this or that, go to the mosque.” Down there we have a pirket quarry.
They do pirket, dig out pirket all the time. At least ten to fifteen people apply everyday. But if it is the kids from Yeni Mahalle, they most definitely
are not hired.
Hasan, Yeni Mahalle, Konya
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Being from Gölbaşı in Erzurum also hinders one’s access to the labour market.
Even though the guy needs one, I am a licensed driver, the guy needed a driver, I
went. We were going to drive a bread bakery car. I went to the guy, the guy said,
“where do you live?” I said, “in Gölbaşı.” He said, “brother no offence, we already
have a driver.” He found a driver while he was in the car, I guess! Hear what he told
me, “we found a driver!” This is unreal. There is extreme discrimination. Emin,
Gölbaşı, Erzurum
The situation in Samsun is no different: Believe me they do not hire any of these
men for the cleaning services. When they say, “Okay, we will hire you, go apply
to this place,” okay, we do. You ask, “when?” They say, “You’ll start tomorrow.”
“Where do you live?” They take your address. If you say Yavuz Selim or 200 Evler,
they say, “Okay, brother you go now, we’ll call you.” That place needs someone,
but they won’t hire you. Why? Because you live in these neighbourhoods. Can you
imagine? We experience this exclusion. In fact, it is not the people who do this. It is
the mayors themselves. Kerim, 200 Evler, Samsun
The stigmatisation of Roma spaces as places of crime and illegality is the main
obstacle in front of neighbourhoods’ residents’ access to stable and secure jobs.

53

54

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

When they are looking for secure and stable jobs in municipal institutions, restaurants and organised industrial zones, Roma are automatically disadvantaged
and usually rejected once they tell where they live. The two cities where spatial
stigmatisation obstructs the access of Roma to jobs with social security the most
were Konya and Erzurum.
In all of the cities in which we did our research, Roma were earning their livings
by working in marginalised jobs such as scrap dealing, paper collecting, porterage, shoe shining and cleaning. These temporary jobs that have no social security have unhealthy and heavy working conditions. Unlike how they are usually
perceived, as “lazy” and as “slackers,” Roma are the working poor of their cities.
Daily life discrimination and exclusion make things worse in an environment
where income is uncertain and the common livelihood strategy is “making it
through the day.”
We could argue that the formal sectors are practically closed to residents of
Roma neighbourhoods in every city. However, this was not the case until the
1990s. Migration into city centres and industrial transformations also influence
the lives of Roma. Therefore, we cannot conceive of their economic exclusion
separately from the social and economic transformations of the 1990s.Access to
employment was obstructed more in this period in which formal employment
was replaced by seasonal and insecure jobs. The closure of the TEKEL tobacco
factory in Samsun and Sümerbank in Bergama destroyed the little formal employment Roma had had before the 1990s.
Throughout the research, we heard stories of Roma having had stable jobs in
factories in the past. Some of the Roma in Samsun had begun to work in the
TEKEL factory in the 1950s. They were members of the labour unions and had
social security in this period, which they said was when “they started making
money”. The chance to work in the tobacco factory and have regular incomes
enabled Roma to participate to a great extent in the social life in Samsun. When
the TEKEL factory was shut down, the job opportunities of the Roma declined.
Similarly, the Petkim Aliağa factory in Bergama had provided formal employment opportunities to the residents of the Roma neighbourhood. Accordingly,
eight to ten people had left the neighbourhood every morning for work while
the factory was in operation. In addition to providing social security, Petkim
also had supported its employees by paying for their lunches and transporta-
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tion. Several stories demonstrate that, the number of Roma working in jobs
with social security had declined as public institutions with formal employment
opportunities had been shut down. In Bergama in Roma neighbourhood, no
one has such jobs any longer. Although limited, participation in formal employment had a stimulating impact on the social life of Roma. The relatively well-off
households of this neighbourhood have all had the chance to work in formal
sectors. These narratives themselves falsify the myth of Roma being lazy people
who do not want to work in the formal sector. In fact, Roma could benefit from
an increase in formal employment in Turkey and this would decrease the extent
of their spatial stigmatisation.
On the other hand, the disappearance of traditional Roma jobs, the prohibition
of some these jobs and the participation of non-Roma groups in these informal
sectors make life more difficult for Roma. For instance, their job opportunities
became limited in Konya when shepherding disappeared or nylon-plastic bucket selling and peddling were banned. The banning of unauthorised dentistry
had a similar effect in Antakya.
Our elders, such as my grandfather who is now 70, used to be dentists.
He taught it to my father and my dad taught me. If I had a child I should
teach her, but I won’t. Why? Because our job is dead, they banned it, forbade it and punished us.
Şahin, Emek mahallesi, Antakya
The imagery of Roma who play music, sing and dance is replaced with that of
Roma making their livings out of the trash. Paper collecting is a popular job
among the Roma in Konya, Samsun and Antakya. All of the paper collected
from industrial trash in Konya is given to intermediaries called kâğıtçı (paper
seller). The average monthly income for collecting paper in the summer months
is between 500 and 650 TL. In the winter, people can only collect when the
weather is suitable. In Konya, one job that Roma can do when there is no paper
to collect is work for the municipality’s irrigation works department. This job
begins in May, ends at the beginning of winter and its monthly income is between 500 and 600 TL.
In Antakya, Roma do paper collecting, shoe shining, porterage, scrap dealing,
bakery and daily cleaning, a job mostly done by women. In the bakery business,
children are trained by their relatives and prepared for the job. Despite its heavy
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working conditions, the leather industry is another common work site for Roma
in Antakya. The most common jobs in this industry are salting, cleaning and
loading goods. Leather companies come to Roma neighbourhoods to pick up
daily workers for their businesses.
When we look into the types and conditions of employment in Bergama, we
see a differentiation between the “local Roma” and the newcomers in the neighbourhood. Local Roma are mostly musicians or have small businesses that they
started with the opportunities of their previous jobs in the formal sector. The
Roma who came to the neighbourhood after 1990 mostly do scrap dealing, paper collecting and seasonal agricultural work. Hasan, who gives dance lessons to
children in the neighbourhood of Atmaca, explains the difference between the
two groups from an outsider’s perspective:
Of course, our local Gypsy friends are more elite. They are elite in economic terms. They have cell phone shops, computer shops, places in the
industry, food shops, cars, fields and they do tourism work. The newcomers, well, they work in worse jobs. Like I said, simpler jobs. I don’t
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know, shoe shining, tin making and that kind of stuff. Their status is
kind of lower, because they are outsiders. The locals have better houses,
the outsiders’ houses are more like shanties. But the houses of the locals
are fully tiled and carpeted, their furniture is no different from yours or
mine, in terms of cleanliness, I mean. But the outsiders, of course, they
will be assimilated into this as they adopt this culture.
Heavy working conditions and health problems
Most Roma jobs have heavy working conditions. Selda from the neighbourhood
of Atmaca in Bergama told a striking story:
For example, they say, “You’ll fill this truck as 20 people.” People start
working in the morning. Some people fill (the truck), those who can’t come
later. In some cases people fight. “Did we come here to fill the whole thing?
Where did this come from?” A lot of quarrels about this issue. For example, the other day we stopped working. It was 3 pm. In the morning we
had picked a lot tomatoes, big ones. In the afternoon we started again, but
this time only small ones. We could not even fill the sacks, the guy makes
us fill the whole truck. It’s 3 pm, quarter past 3, the weather is so hot. And
the guy won’t even give us enough water. You’re dying of thirst. Finally,
we stop, no matter what. He may not pay us or do whatever. Maybe find
other people to work for him. But you know, that man with us, he wasn’t
even the boss, he was the boss’ employee.
Roma working in bakeries or bread factories also complain about their working
conditions. Bakers who work during the day are on the job six days a week from
five in the morning until six in the evening. They also work on Sundays until 1
pm. Those who have night shifts work throughout the whole night and do not
have any family time because they sleep all day:
For example, I would go to work at 9 pm, come back in the morning at
6:30, 7:00. I was pushing myself, trying to finish work and get back home
early to get some sleep. Hoping maybe I would pick up the kids at 12:001:00 and take them around. It never happened. I was sleeping until 1:00,
2:00, 4:00. Eat, and then sleep again. Being a baker is tough.
Hasan, Emek, Antakya
Roma work in bakeries without social security. Bakery owners show their rela-
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tives as workers with social security in order to fulfil their requirements. Most
of the actual workers do not have health insurance. When we asked him if he
had insurance, Hasan responded in an ironic way: No, but the whole bakery has
insurance. Every machine, even the glasses have insurance. Only the people don’t...
Hasan also had worked in a bread factory. He had worked with a cutting machine, which had smashed his hand and cut off two fingers. He said it had happened because he had been sleep deprived. He had been working with no health
insurance. His employer had taken care of him for four days, taken him to the
hospital, but had not declared how exactly the accident had happened. After a
week, Hasan had been asked to start working again. When he replied, “My hand
is injured, I cannot work for at least a month,” he was fired.
The Roma who work as plastic recyclers in Konya make 750 to 800 TL per
month with no social security. They say that it is better to work in the garbage
dump of Konya than in the plastic recycling business. In industrial plastic recycling, poisonous bottles, agricultural waste bottles and cans are collected and
melted. Inevitably, people inhale dust and other chemicals in this process. These
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bottles and cans are thrown into a shredder. In this process there is a high risk
of work accidents such as losing an arm to the machine and working without
health insurances makes this situation worse.
The women who do cleaning jobs in Samsun are in a state of constant fatigue:
The whole weight of the house, glass, door, carpet, armchair, of everything is on
your shoulders. You do that and when you come home you do more cleaning and
cooking. And the kids. A rough job. It is even harder to assume such responsibilities
at an early age. Filiz, Yavuz Selim, Samsun
On the other hand, women who work in the fields in Bergama cannot find any
place to drop off their kids. Either, they have to take their kids with them or
leave them in the neighbourhood. However, the employers do not want kids
in the fields. The need to look after children makes the working conditions of
Roma even worse: It’s tough. Sleepless in the morning, you entrust your kids to
God, leave a couple of them in the streets. For example, today I took this one and
his smaller brother with me. The boss was very bad-tempered, didn’t want them
in the field because “the tomatoes get crushed.” They would still enter the field,
saying “Mom, I’m thirsty. I’m hungry.” You have to look after them. Not just me,
many people take their kids with them. We had 15 kids in the field today. Meryem,
Atmaca, Bergama
Chronic illnesses are also common among the Roma who work in the fields in
Bergama. Asthma, bronchitis and several kidney problems are seen frequently.
Pesticides are thought to be the cause of these illnesses.
The tomatoes have pesticides, only the tomatoes. You breathe in the whole
dust and smell of that place.
Meryem, Atmaca, Bergama
Paper collecting, a job done by Roma in almost every city, also brings health
problems with it. There are cases of bronchitis and tuberculosis. Some people
have to stop paper collecting because they get bronchitis in the process. There
are also many work accidents. One Roma became crippled after a rod of iron
fell on him. Also, as they collect at night, the drivers of vehicles may not notice
them and run them over.
We can say that work lives of Roma end in their 40s due to their heavy working
conditions, which cause chronic illnesses. Most Roma become functionless by
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the time they reach their 40s. Deteriorating health conditions due to heavy and
unhealthy working conditions create a Roma community experiencing severe
poverty.
Income uncertainty
In addition to working under heavy conditions with no social security, Roma
usually have temporary jobs, which makes their income unstable. The income
of a Roma household is usually inadequate to sustain the the family. In our fieldwork, we encountered many cases where families could not pay their electricity
and water bills.
We are people who live day by day. What will we do today? What will we
cook today? Which soup will we cook? I’m telling you, sometimes something happens and none of us can go to work. Sometimes we have 5-10
TL and tell our boy to go fetch 1 TL worth tomato paste, 1 TL worth oil
and half a kilo of lentils. You make some soup with those and give it to the
kids as a meal.
Halime, 200 Evler, Samsun
The effect of the uncertainty of income on daily life was emphasised by Sabriye
from Yavuz Selim neighbourhood in Samsun: For example I do a daily job on
Monday and get 50 – 60 TL. I also go on Tuesday. If I can’t go on Wednesday, those
two days’ money is gone. For those two to three days, the kids say, “Mom give me a
lira, I’ll get this, eat chocolate or get bananas,” and the money goes to them. I mean
the money does not stay. It’s always spent. You work daily and spend daily. We eat
daily, get some pasta, some fresh beans and some margarine. You cannot afford
salt or sugar, but the money is always spent...
Erdal from Konya also emphasised the uncertainty of their income: But this is
for three, four, five months. So if you have it, you give. If the business is good, I
mean you pray “Ya Allah, Ya Bismillah.” If you throw something in the trash, I’ll
take it. If you don’t, I can’t. That is that. It’s luck, you never know. Sometimes you
wander around the whole day and there’s nothing. You start feeling down, but Allah smiles upon you and you encounter three to five trash bins with lots of stuff,
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ten, fifteen, twenty liras worth! Then you start feeling good. You buy things for the
kids and then go home. This is the story, nothing else.
Under such circumstances, where life is centred around “making it through
the day” a spatial livelihood strategy has formed inside some Roma neighbourhoods. For instance, inside the Roma neighbourhood in Samsun, there is an
open market where people can buy 1 TL worth olive oil or two spoons of tomato
paste:
A man comes and buys a spoon of tomato paste, a spoon of margarine,
a bottle of oil, half a TL worth olives, half a TL worth cheese and two
eggs. These make a meal for his kids. He buys some pastries. This is how
people try to survive. You eat in the morning and in the evening. Is there
any lunch eaten in this neighbourhood? None! Street venders come to the
neighbourhood to sell melons, watermelons or other stuff, but always the
lowest quality ones. Why? It’s junk and cheap, that’s how people here can
buy it.
Ahmet, 264 Evler TOKİ Konutları, Samsun
In summary, working in unstable jobs with no social security is the case for
Roma except for a few instances. This situation creates a whole category of
working poor who have no option but to work in unqualified and unstable
jobs under heavy working conditions. The lack of a regular income reinforces
the uncertainty felt about the future and the heavy working conditions trigger
chronic occupation-related illnesses. Given these, it is necessary to approach the
issue of the relation of the Roma with the labour market within a larger context
of livelihood strategies and propose social policies accordingly.

2.3. State and Roma Citizens: Access to Services
2.3.1. Education
Roma are one of the groups in the society whose access to education is the most
limited. Among Roma children, high rates of dropout, frequent absenteeism and
illiteracy even in the higher grades are common. In our fieldwork in the Roma
neighbourhoods, the low level of education was the first fact to be observed. On
the other hand, we frequently came across the common perception that Roma
people do not value education due to their community norms. Throughout our
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fieldwork, this perception was expressed often by local authorities. However, we
observed that access to education in Roma communities is related to difficulties in other areas and the major reason for the disengagement of Roma from
education is poverty.
Income inadequacy and disengagement from education
It is possible to bring several explanations to the low level of education in Roma
communities, which will be elaborated in the coming sections. However, the
main reason is the financial burdens of education. Roma children drop out of
school due to inadequacy of family income. Many Roma children have to start
working in order to contribute to the family budget. They leave school (some
leave before graduating from primary school) and begin to work in order to
contribute to their family income. This leads to school dropouts at early ages.
Feyyaz from Konya summarized his situation of and that of his peers as such:
I’ve gone to school for a while, then I have seen that our family cannot afford it, it
didn’t work. I dropped out of school when I was in 6th grade and started painting.
Şule from Bergama described the same situation: I have a diploma from primary
school, but I couldn’t continue the rest. After school, I found myself working in
tomato and tobacco fields.
Hasan from Antakya had a similar story. He had continued primary school until
fifth grade, but had dropped out at the age of eleven and started to work as an
apprentice with his older brother in a bakery. Yasemin from Antakya had continued the school until the eighth grade, but due to the financial troubles of her
family, she had had to drop out of school and in her own words “take responsibility for her family.” Emin from Konya described how he left school as such:
I wanted to continue school so much, but due to my financial situation I
couldn’t… One day I had pocket money, the next day I had none. Because
of that, I dropped out. I had to work.”
The reason why Emin left school, due to the lack of his pocket money, leads
us to another dimension of dropping out: school expenses cannot be afforded
by Roma families. Suat from Antakya tells that he dropped out because of the
financial burden of the school uniforms:
We were continuing school, three or four siblings altogether. Because of
that we were having problems. When there are many of you, school uni-
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forms become expensive. If you start with 20 TL, the school expenditures
could go up to 100 TL and it was difficult to afford.
Due to school expenditures, Suat had not been able to continue his education
after graduating from primary school. Gülizar from Samsun said that due to her
children’s school’s stationary expenditures that she was unable to afford, she was
considering taking her children out of school. Yeliz from Erzurum revealed the
impact of Roma families’ economic difficulties on their children’s education in
the following:
Children put olives in between pieces of bread and go to school, I swear,
you have to see it. Their pencils are so small that they can hardly write…
Sometimes I consider taking them out of school, letting them drop out.
What else can I do? I have to. If I let them drop out, they won’t become
decent. If I let them continue their education, I won’t be able to afford it.
When my child goes to school, he is ashamed of his shoes. When he goes to
school, he doesn’t have a bag, it is worn out. When my child goes, I can’t
even afford a piece of paper, which costs 50 kuruş. The state gives services,
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but the people in charge of those services do not help us. Does the state
know about all this?
Exclusion at school and disengagement from education
Another reason for disengagement from education is the social exclusion that
Roma children experience at school. Roma children face exclusion both from
the administration and the teachers in some circumstances, and their peers
if they are going to mixed schools. Güler from Erzurum told the story of her
daughter being excluded and how she had not wanted to continue her education. In the end, Güler had ensured the continuation of her daughter’s education, but she added that her son had not been able to bear the exclusion to which
he was exposed and dropped out of school eventually. Ahmet from Samsun
said: We are Roma, so they were interested in the other children. My grades were
initially good, but I began to fail my courses. We were taking the same courses,
studying the same lessons, but my friends were always getting better grades.”
Sevda from Antakya summarised her feelings of exclusion as such:
I studied in primary school for five years. Can’t I have any friends? Can’t I have
any desk mates? I could not. When something was stolen in the classroom, my bag
was the first one to be searched; I was the first one to be frisked. When someone got
in trouble with others, the teacher came and slapped me. We experienced plenty of
these incidents and we continue to experience them.
Sevda, now a university graduate, added that it was not just in primary school.
This exclusion continued: “My classmates at university saw me as a bogeyman
and never came near me.”
Another dimension of the exclusion experienced by Roma children is the attitudes of their school administrators. In other words, school administrators can
reproduce the social perception of Roma and the exclusionary language targeting Roma children. This situation leads students to distance themselves from
school. Osman from Erzurum tells that while all the other students were able
to benefit from social assistance, his child could not “for no reason,” and this
had led his child to dislike school. Osman believed that his children’s Şıhbızın
identity was the reason the school administrators behaved differently. In some
cases, school administrators’ behaviour towards children could become more
systemized and could arrive at a point of violence. Zeynep from Antakya described how the exclusion to which her children were exposed both by other
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students and the school administration reached a point of violence and led them
to drop out:
My daughter and two of her friends were jumping rope in the classroom
using an electric cable. The ends of the rope were in the hand of the two
girls and my daughter was jumping in the middle. When the teacher came
into the classroom, she took away the rope and beat my daughter. When
my child came home, her lips were purple. She said that the teacher had
beaten her on the back. I couldn’t believe this and looked at her back,
which was full of rope marks. Why did the teacher only beat my daughter,
but not the others? And another child in the school bothered my son, beat
him constantly, but because he was a teacher’s child nobody intervened.
Zeynep concluded that her daughter had dropped out after third grade and her
son had dropped out after his junior year of high school. She added that she
wanted her children to continue their education very much and asked: “Is it our
fault that we are Dom?” This question raised by Zeynep signifies how the discrimination that Roma children experience in schools leads them to disengage
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from education as much as do the financial problems Roma families experience.
We can claim that all of the factors described above are reasons for the low
level of education in Roma neighbourhoods and cause a vicious cycle of lack
of education that reproduces itself over and over again. On the other hand, the
lack of role models in neighbourhoods, the lack of a history of educated people
from these neighbourhoods, contributes to the current low level of education
and leads to another ring in the chain of disengagement from education. The
interviewees from the five different cities summarised this situation as such: The
neighbourhood’s environment does not allow for studying.
Feriha from Samsun said: There was nobody going to school so I didn’t long for it
either… I mean nobody liked studying. You look at the environment around you
and nobody goes to school. That’s why we didn’t study.
This vicious cycle of disengagement from education also affects the few university students from these neighbourhoods. University graduate Sevda from
Antakya indicated that she went to a university in another city and the residents
of her neighbourhood did not believe that she had actually graduated:
My neighbourhood, my relatives, none of them believed that I studied at
university. They said I was making up my graduation in order not to be
ashamed. They even found it impossible for me to had passed the university examination. More precisely, there were plenty of discussions about
how I had not actually entered university, but now they are even following
up on my KPSS (Public Personnel Selection Examination) grades every
time they see me in the neighbourhood.
Sevda’s statements signify the disengagement from education that the Roma
community has been pushed into and internalized. University graduate Murat
said, Children here are together all the time; that’s why they cannot study. When
three of them skip school, those three children influence fifty others and cause the
absenteeism of those other fifty children.
At this point, Murat, who had been separated from the neighbourhood at a very
early age and studied in a public boarding school, proposed a model of his own:
If ten or twenty children from the neighbourhood were admitted to public boarding schools through a quota, without examination, this would create role models
for children and cause the neighbourhood to develop fully within twenty years.
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Early marriage and disengagement from education
Another reason for the disengagement of Roma children from education is the
early marriages that take place in Roma communities. The average marriage age
is 15 to 16 in Roma communities, which corresponds to the early years of high
school. Roma children who marry at early ages are forced to work for a family
income instead of continuing their education. Fahriye from Samsun listed her
early marriage as one of the reasons behind her disengagement from education. She already had known that she would drop out and get married by the
age of 13 or 14, which made her less enthusiastic about school. The role of early
marriages in disengagement from education also was cited by neighbourhood
muhtar in all of the cities we visited during the study. Although the causal link
between early marriages and disengagement from education is strong, we have
to emphasise that the leading reason for the disengagement from education is
mainly income inadequacy. The average Roma child is already somewhat disengaged from education and working in the labour market when she/he comes
to ‘marriage age’. For instance, Yasemin from Antakya married at the age of 18
and Filiz from Erzurum married at 16. Both already had been disengaged from
education when they were getting married. Yasemin had left school at the age
of 15 and Filiz had dropped out right after primary school in order to work and
help their family financially.
To sum up, we can claim that the main reasons for disengagement from education are financial shortcomings, discrimination in school and early marriages.
The coming together of all these reasons creates a vicious circle of education at
low levels. The lack of educated people with professions and the lack of existing
role models also alienate children from school.
Lifestyle differences and disengagement from education
In addition, some Roma communities who are semi-nomadic cannot participate in the formal education system. At this point, it is necessary to think about
an education system that can answer the needs of children with different lifestyles. Yeni Mahalle neighbourhood in Konya is a place where people have lived
as nomads for many years. Here, the term “nomad” is used to define a way of
living that consists of moving seasonally from city to city in order to do street
peddling and sheep herding. One of the details of this lifestyle is the weak bond
of the nomadic Roma with the state. One of the areas in which these weak bonds
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can be observed is the number of the people obtaining ID cards well after birth
in the neighbourhood. Obtaining an ID this late could become the reason for
not being able to register at schools due to being over-age. Even though such
cases are rare because the nomadic lifestyle is almost extinct, there are a few
middle-aged women who were never registered at school due to their having
acquired of ID cards late. Emine from Konya summarizes this situation as such:
My deceased father took my younger sibling and I to school. They registered
my sibling because of her age, but not me. They don’t register children at the
school at the age of ten, do they? They don’t. I wanted to study, so much.”
Similarly, Ebru from the same neighbourhood said that her family had been
nomadic when she was born and had settled afterwards, but that she had been
able to get an ID card at the age of twenty-four and thus had not been able to
participate in any stage of the education system. Sevcan, who only acquired an
ID card at the age of eleven or twelve, was another person who had been unable
to receive any schooling.
A secondary case that deserves attention as we think of an education system
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that can answer to the needs of children with different lifestyles came up as we
were visiting the Atmaca neighbourhood in Bergama. Working as a musician or
in agriculture are the two main sources of income in Atmaca. For many Roma
children, it is more attractive to focus on music than school. In other words, being a musician is preferred in order to contribute to the family income, which in
turn leads to disengagement from education. At this point, various existing role
models who are musicians contribute to the choice of music over school by the
children. Barış from Bergama, indicating that his family’s financial difficulties
were one of the reasons for his disengagement from education, added: I aspired
to be a musician because it was my father profession. I didn’t really think about
studying, but frankly speaking, I wanted to be a musician.
Fatih described a wedding he had attended with his musician father and afterwards his disengagement from education: When we were in school we used to
receive pocket money, something like ten lira. One day we arrived from a wedding
to our house; there was huge roll of money in my hands. My father said that it
was mine. My father had not had to hire a trumpet player and said that I would
not continue school and would be the trumpet player from then on. That’s how I
dropped out.
Such cases that we confronted in the field study deserve attention in the discussion of an education system that can include children from different backgrounds.
The marketisation of public education and its effects on Roma
In classical sociology, it is assumed that public education will reduce social inequalities by offering children the equal opportunities that can improve their
abilities. It is claimed that poor children can mobilise upwards with the opportunities offered by education. But this assumption is valid only under the
conditions where all children have equal access to education opportunities. As
recent studies in education sociology reveal, the process of education reinforces and reproduces ethnic and class differences (Giddens, 1993). Roma are aggrieved by the stratification in education both through their exposure to spatial
exclusion and lower social status. In the case of Roma, education does not serve

Antakya, Emek Neighbourhood
September 2010

71

72

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

to overcome the inequalities, but functions as a stratification mechanism that
reproduces social differences. This is because public education which is open
to market forces is no longer a public service to which every citizen has the
right to benefit from equally. The right to education has not yet been privatised
directly, but the financing of schools (other than teacher salaries) mostly left
to parent-teacher associations has led to the marketisation of education. This
process reinforces existing social inequalities because the physical conditions
of schools in poor neighbourhoods get worse while the physical conditions of
schools in wealthier neighbourhoods improve. The schools that raised funds
from the wealthier families could attract better teachers and provide better education opportunities.
It was possible to encounter this picture in the schools in Roma neighbourhoods. The physical conditions of these schools in Roma neighbourhoods
are much worse than their counter parts in other locations. Teachers in the
schools in the Roma neighbourhoods of Erzurum, Samsun and Bergama
complained about the physical incapacities of their schools and stated that the
quality of education decreases under such circumstances. If we are to describe
the concept of equal opportunities in education as the equal access of every
individual to educational services without any discrimination, the financing
of schools by funds collected by the parent-teacher associations clearly violates this principle.
The social segregation Roma experience in daily life manifests itself also in
schools and children who are entitled to equal educational opportunities face
a form of stratification that resembles the workings of the greater social life in
which they live. It is not possible to understand why Roma children disengage
from the education system at early ages without paying attention to the greater
picture in the discussion of education.
2.3.2. Health
Yet another area that might help understand the access of Roma to public services and the relations they establish with the state is health services.
It might be argued that the picture of the operation of health services in Roma
neighbourhoods is better than that of education. In the five cities where the
field research was carried out, the mechanism that Roma thought best func-
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tioning within the framework of health services was the Green Card. The
Green Card is a form of health coverage for citizens who have no other social
security and whose monthly income or share of income within the family is
less than one-third of the minimum wage. It is an important means of health
security for Roma families consisting of members who do not have regular jobs
and have incomes less than the minimum wage. Almost all Roma interviewed
expressed their appreciation of the Green Card. Ekrem from Konya said, “May
God bless the state. They gave us Green Cards. You go and get all the services for
free.” Ismail from Antakya pointed to the functionality of Green Card, saying:
There is this Green Card. I had an operation that lasted more than five hours
and my Green Card covered the expenses. When we go to a doctor, the examination is free, the medicines are free. God forbid! If you have surgery, it is also free.
On the other hand, Saliha from Bergama mentioned the difficulties of Green
Card along with its benefits by stating: The Green Card has been very beneficial.
When we stay in hospital, it covers it. But you need to pay some contribution fee
for medications.
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When low level of income is considered, it is apparent that people have difficulty in paying these contribution fees. Şükrü, who had been unable to buy
the glasses prescribed to him, said: The Green Card covers the expenses for my
eyeglasses, but you need to pay a little amount of money, like five to ten liras. This
is why I have not been able to get them yet. I will get them whenever my financial difficulties improve. Fuat from Bergama, in a similar fashion, expressed the
problems created by the Green Card contribution fees:We appreciate the Green
Card. However, when you go to a hospital, the drugs are too expensive. It is not
that much when you go to the maternal health centre, but it is too much if you
go to a hospital.
It is possible to state that the Green Card, except for the contribution fees required for medications, is appreciated in all of the neighbourhoods in which the
field research was carried out.
The primary health institutions that Roma use are health centres. In the fieldwork, Roma underlined that they were satisfied with the primary health centres
(sağlık ocağı). However, when they had more serious health issues and went to
secondary care institutions such as hospitals, the satisfaction with health services declined. In this respect, while primary health services function smoothly,
problems are experienced in secondary health services. Yeliz from Erzurum expressed her satisfaction with health centres as follows: I should say that we have
a good health centre. Our doctors are helpful; they try to give us their own drugs
when we cannot afford them. I cannot ignore their help. When it comes to secondary health services, the story changes. Emine from Konya told the story of
how she had given birth to one of her children as follows: I was racked with pain.
The women working there warned me not to scream. They told me that I was not
the only who had given birth. Then, I asked them to call my sister, who was waiting
outside. I wanted her to take care of me. They said no. One of them said “You will
give this birth on your own just like you did this on your own.” Ayşe from Bergama, on the other hand, said that she had slept in the courtyard of the hospital
for forty days following her surgery after she had given birth to her baby, who
had been poisoned in her womb. Yasemin from Konya, similarly, reacted to the
death of her baby one day after the birth, as they had not allowed the baby to be
kept in incubator due to financial reasons: I said “Please, this baby should live in
incubator.” For just ten or fifteen days or so. No hospital admitted me. They sent
me home with my baby. Then, I lost my baby.
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Our field research demonstrated that the practice of Green Card successfully
facilitates the access to primary health care services. In addition, whereas satisfaction with primary health centres was prevalent among the participants, they
mostly were dissatisfied with the services they received from secondary health
institutions. It could be argued that the problems experienced in the secondary
health institutions are linked to the difficulties in access to health and general
health policies in Turkey.
2.3.3. Access to Social Assistance Schemes
As Roma families do not have regular incomes, they need social assistance
schemes more. In this respect, social assistance provided by the Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation, the Social Services and Child Protection
Agency and local governments determine the livelihood of Roma.
It might be useful to briefly discuss the institutions that perform social assistance in Roma neighbourhoods. The Social Assistance Schemes provided by
the Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation (SASF) are conditional cash
transfers and in-kind assistance. In kind assistance are determined by the board
of trustees based on reports prepared by social workers. In addition, the Social
Services and Child Protection Agency also provides the services of poverty pension or home care pension for the members of families that are determined to
have need of care. The Social Security Institution, on the other hand, gives a
disability pension, (known as the 2022 pension). Apart from these services that
we encountered, some local governments also provide social assistance in the
neighbourhoods.
We could argue that provisions of social assistance do not function properly or
successfully in Roma neighbourhoods. One of the reasons behind the failure
of the social assistance system is the prejudice of social welfare administrators
based on the stereotypes about Roma neighbourhoods, and even about poor
neighbourhoods. In one of the cities in which the field research was conducted, the public officials complained about the poor opinions of neighbourhood
residents, who deal with illegal affairs, about government officials and said that
these people where preventing them from entering these neighbourhoods.
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I have walked all the streets of the neighbourhoods you are talking about. I have
entered almost every house. I mean, it is usually caused by the families. In this district, there are these huge dogs, you must have seen them. We could not get out of
the car because of those dogs, but the people did not control them. We were saying,
“We are going to make examinations and determine if you need aid,” but we could
not get out of our cars due to the dogs.
Another point made by social workers was that most of the people who apply for social assistance actually own the financial/material means and they do
not need social assistance. They mentioned that they had seen LCD televisions
and luxury domestic appliances in Roma houses they had inspected. They also
argued that in some cases the people who learned that they would come for
inspection took their household goods to their neighbours.
On the other hand, the neighbourhood residents complained that social workers do not come to their neighbourhoods, and that they write negative reports
when they see a television or a washing machine in houses. Murat from Antakya
stated that the social workers that came to his house saw his television and wash-
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ing machine and thus wrote a report indicating that he did not need social assistance. Similarly, Kamil from Erzurum said that he had not been able to benefit
from social assistance due to the negative report written by social workers who
found the curtain in his house to be too luxurious. He added that he had not
been able to support his family since he was unemployed but the social workers
who had seen the curtain did not care about their financial troubles. What we
observe here is that the needed social assistance is not provided most of the time
since the social workers approach the poverty of the families with suspicion.
In the fieldwork, it was seen that the best functioning in kind assistance is coal
support. It is an assistance item that almost all respondents in the study benefited. While it is an item from which those with the Green Card can benefit
automatically in some cities (Izmir and Konya), we observed that everyone regardless of their Green Card status could benefit from it. Muhtars play an important role in the flawless functioning of the coal support. While people in one
of the districts in Antakya complained about poor functioning of coal assistance
due to the muhtar, we also met people in Konya who stated that the number of
supported families had increased significantly after the election of a muhtar.
Another phenomenon observed in the field is that social assistance services
function better during the month of Ramadan. During this month, both the
SASF and municipalities provide special food packages. In addition, in the
month of Ramadan the interest of private foundations and philanthropists in
Roma neighbourhoods increases. Ibrahim from Samsun noted this fact as follows: We can make do with the coal support given in winter. It’s a good thing for
us. We also receive food support especially during Ramadan. They put a pack of
pasta and some other stuff in that package. We benefit from these. The consideration of widowed women in Erzurum and Konya to be among disadvantaged
groups to which assistance is provided is also of importance in showing the
charity approaches in social assistance.
It also was observed that charity organisations such as Deniz Feneri and Kimse
Yok Mu also related themselves to the demands coming from the neighbourhoods; however they stayed away from fully organizing aid programs oriented
towards neighbourhood. Hayriye talked about the food support she had received for two years from a philanthropist she met through a foundation. On
the other hand, Yeliz from Erzurum told the following story: I took my husband
with me and went to the Kimse Yok Mu Foundation. I thought we would be better
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off even if they gave a pack of pasta or a pen for my children. I would say, “God
bless them.” They asked me to go to the muhtar, and to do this and that. You should
take these papers with you and put them in a folder, and then we will call you in
one to two years. Okay, but I am in need now! It is not possible to argue that foundations and social aid and charity organisations deliberately avoid Roma neighbourhoods, as we did not interview them. However, it should also be noted that
there exists such a perception where neighbourhoods in which we conducted
the field research.
The final point that needs to be discussed under the heading of social assistance
services is disability support. What needs to be emphasised about the functioning of the disability pension (2022 pension) provided by the Social Security
Institution concerns the general dynamics of this scheme, which is not only
limited to Roma communities. We encountered many people living in Roma
neighbourhoods who were eligible to benefit from this pension, but had not
applied to receive it. The main reason behind this observation was the widespread conception of disability as being visually impaired or unable to walk.
However, diseases that prevent a person from working such as asthma, renal
failure and bronchitis are also considered within the scope of the 2022 pension.
In this respect, one of the reasons lying beneath the ineffective functioning of
the disability pension is the lack of information about its scope. This problem
can be overcome by informing muhtar about this pension. A more comprehensive solution might be achieved through the assistance provided by community
centres to be activated to residents about these issues.
Another problem observed in the functioning of the disability pension is the
costly process of application to the pension. Abdullah from Samsun pointed to
it as follows: You need to have money. You need to have money for transportation,
because you have to go there a couple of times. It is not a matter of a day. Say, a
person has two-three disabilities. Let us say he has high blood pressure and diabetes… His blood sample is taken, he goes to cardiology, goes down, x-ray is taken,
etc. it takes too much time. Then, his disability is rated. The bureaucratic and
costly process of application also prevents the disability pension from yielding
the desired outcomes.
Accessible and non-discretionary social assistance schemes are important social
policy tools for the livelihood of Roma.
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2.3.4. Access to Municipal Services
In order to differentiate Roma neighbourhoods from others, it is enough to take
a look at the access to cleaning and transportation services of municipalities.
The insufficiency and sometimes the absence of these two services in Roma
neighbourhoods not only weakens the relationship that Roma people establish
with the city and makes it difficult for them to take part in the urban life, but
also aggravates their existing spatial problems further. In Erzurum, for instance,
the cleaning vehicles of the municipality were coming to both of the two Roma
neighbourhoods once or twice a month. Due to lack of transportation facilities, people struggle even when they are going to the grocery store in Erzurum,
where winters are very cold and snowy: Think about it! You have knee-high snow
here in the winter, but they do not care about it. They do not bother to shovel it.
People get stuck in their houses. I swear, they cannot go the market. You have to
buy bread, but you can’t go out. Erzurum’s winter cold is awful.
Similarly, we did not see any municipal vehicles in the neighbourhood during
our ten-day stay in Konya. One of the primary complaints of people was that the
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Erzurum, Edip Somunoğlu Neighbourhood, June 2010

municipal garbage trucks never came to the neighbourhood. In a place where
garbage collection is the source of income for half of the residents, such a disruption in the cleaning service reduces the quality of life significantly.
Transportation is really difficult in the Gölbaşı district of Erzurum. The minibus
route is located far from the neighbourhood. Taxis, on the other hand, are reluctant to enter the area. Işıl from Erzurum Gölbaşı mentions both the transportation problem and bad roads:
We can’t find buses when we want to go to the city centre. I can’t believe
that we do not have proper roads. It’s exclusion; it seems that they have
forgotten this place. I swear, they have forgotten this neighbourhood. You
look at other neighbourhoods, for example, they have proper roads and
flagstones. Every other day, you see something new in other places... I
don’t know, just a bus would make it comfortable to go to our homes. You
have to walk 200 meters to get on that minibus. This is a desolate dark
place. It is more difficult during the winter as people need to go to work.

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

The residents of the Atmaca district in Bergama also experience the same transportation difficulty, as the district is located on a hill. No public transportation
vehicle is available, and the people struggle over hills to get to the city centre:
Buses do not come to our district. If you have money, you get off downtown, and
take a taxi. But if you don’t, what are you going to do? As Esra said, it is very expensive to go to the Bergama district of Atmaca by vehicle. Municipality officials
state that this situation arises from the decision of minibus owners. In any case,
the lack of public transport causes the residents to experience difficulties.
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3. Social Policies for Roma
The narratives of Roma that manifest the difficulties they face in different
spheres of life point at the importance of social policies in tackling social exclusion. In this section, we suggest several social policy proposals depending on
our observations in the field.

Access to Jobs with Social Security
As discussed in the previous section, Roma work in jobs that have no social
security, require unskilled labour and offer uncertain income in all of the cities
that we carried out the research. They work under heavy conditions without an
adequate income for their livelihood. In other words, Roma are the working
poor of their cities. In this respect, the first step to be taken would the elimination of the invisible wall between the jobs that Roma can and cannot do and,
thus, the formation of an encouraging environment where they can take part
in the professional life under equal conditions. To this end, for public institutions and local governments to implement a “Roma quota” with the principle of
positive discrimination might positively contribute to Roma’s active participation to the labour market.
Among the cities, Bergama was the place where Roma participate in society to
the relatively highest extent. The employment of Roma in the municipality has
played a significant role in this process. A former mayor in Bergama stated that
this was a deliberate policy and that he also had employed Roma in the municipality along with other groups living in Bergama. In this respect, a model based
on the principle of positive discrimination in employment, as implemented in
Bergama, could contribute to the solution of the problem experienced by Roma
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in participating in formal employment.
Equal Access to Education
One of the reasons behind the exclusion from formal employment is the low
level of education of Roma. Although this poses an obstacle for Roma to work
in regular jobs, it should not be overlooked that the lack of a regular income
paves, on the other hand, the way for disengagement from education. In Roma
neighbourhoods, where the income is uncertain and employment with social
security is almost non-existent, we observed the difficulties in access to education. Many Roma families do not have adequate income to meet the school
expenses, which requires regular spending. What is to be suggested here is, of
course, the free access to public education for everyone as a citizenship right.
Along with this general principle, smaller-scale measures also can contribute
to the rise of the schooling in Roma neighbourhoods. For example, it is possible to develop alternative models that will strengthen the relationship students build with the school based in their neighbourhoods. The practice of
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community centres is of importance for this purpose. In all the five cities, we
did not see any active community centres accessible to Roma neighbourhoods.
In fact, community centres could endow children with after-school social and
educational activities that would increase their capabilities. The social and psychological support and educational activities that would encourage and support education could further solidify Roma children’s relation with the school.
This would contribute to the continuation of their education life eventually.
The social environment of community centres could also make it possible to
cultivate a generation of schoolers where Roma children take one another as
role models. In addition, delivering an extensive mobile education system to
Roma could help increase the schooling rate, especially in cities like Erzurum
and Konya where winter conditions are harsh. Işıl, who was unable to send her
child to the school due to the financial difficulties in Erzurum, expressed the
need for mobile education as follows: It is very cold here in Erzurum during the
winter, you have knee-high snow. People can’t go out. The school is very far from
here. It’s extremely hard to get there. You get scared, you know, it’s a girl; bad
things happen everywhere.
We could also argue that the social programs like serving free breakfast or lunch
at schools located in Roma neighbourhoods would have a positive impact on
the education outcomes. A school director, whom we interviewed in Samsun,
told us that they have provided breakfast at the school for a short period of
time, which had increased the school attendance rate considerably. Ahmet, a
resident of 200 Evler District in Samsun, made the following suggestion to increase the schooling rate: If three buses were rented for students‘ attendance and
if these buses transported children within half an hour before and after school
time, they could not get away with not going to school. And if students were given
a piece of cake and fruit juice etc., they would stay at the school.
Another social policy tool to encourage children’s attendance to school are the
Conditional Cash Transfers. Given the fact that Roma families have financial
difficulties in meeting the school expenses, the rate of benefiting from a Conditional Cash Transfer are expected to be high among Roma. In the five cities
where the field research was carried out, there are several Roma families that
benefit from this support. However, we must say that the rate is still lower than
it is expected. The main problem for the families who received this assistance
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was its irregularity and uncertainty. Şehrazat, for example, described this irregularity: They give money for the child once in three months. Also, the amount
is not stable: sometimes 20, sometimes 50, or 100 or 150. You cannot know it.
Certainly, a well functioning Conditional Cash Transfer scheme would help increase the schooling rate among Roma in the short-run. Yet another factor that
reduces children’s schooling rate is the lack of day-care in Roma neighbourhoods. One of the reasons Roma girls leave education early is the responsibility
they are given to look after their siblings. When the mother enters working life,
the task of taking care of the children is conveyed to the oldest girl in the family, and thus she feels obliged to leave education to look after her siblings. Işıl
from Erzurum said: We were two girls and three boys; I could not attend school
as I was responsible for their care. Güllü from Samsun, similarly, conveyed her
reason of leaving school as follows: I had siblings and I looked after them. My
mother was working and two of my elder sisters were married. My father was
cooking and selling in the neighbourhood. I had to look after my brother. Thus
my dreams came to naught; I could not go to school after that. The accessibility
of day-care in the neighbourhoods could contribute positively to the schooling
rate of Roma girls.
An inclusive education system that Roma children need must be attentive to
the different needs of students. With this view, the schools should be designed
not just merely educational institutions but, social institutions where social
programs could be launched to target the needs of children. This would solidify
the relationship established with the school.
For instance school breakfast and lunch programs are very affective social programs in solidifying this relationship. Social activities other than regular classes
would also help the children engage with school more strongly. For example,
Antakya is the city with the highest education rate among the five selected cities. The primary factor that gives Antakya such prominence is the presence of
sports activities that render the school a living space for children. Sports have
an important place in both the education and social lives of the neighbourhood
residents in Antakya who attended high school or university. Thanks to sports,
the school for Roma children was no longer a space where only classes were
held; instead, it became an area of socialization. Moreover, sports activities ena-
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bled Roma and non-Roma children to socialise together.
Sevda from Antakya, who attends the Sports Academy, underlined the role
sports played in her educational life after saying that her interest in sports began in the 6th grade. Sports meant for her more than a means of socialisation:
I worked in high school as a football referee to be able to cover my expenses. Not
only in football. Indeed, I worked as referee and trainer in six different branches:
athletism, swimming, football, water polo, handball and volleyball.
Sport activities which are also means of socialisation for children, could turn
the school into a place where children build their social networks and strengthen their ties with the school. For instance in Bergama, where musicianship is a
common job for the Roma community, it is possible to form a similar socialisation network through music. Establishing music groups in Antakya at the
elementary and high school levels could help increase the schooling rate by encouraging children to perceive school as a place to participate in social activities to increase their capabilities.. In addition, making music part of school life
in the case of Bergama could eliminate Roma children’s school-music dilemma.
Right to Minimum Income
Social Assistance plays an important role in Roma’s livelihood strategies due to
the uncertain and insecure income. However, social assistance that is not provided on a regular basis falls short of providing a steady income to those whose
lives are full of ambiguities. The point that needs to be underlined here is that
the social assistance system in Turkey fails to offer a regular minimum income
to groups like Roma who do not have steady means of subsistence.
The most important problem of the social assistance system, on the other hand,
is its stigmatising character. It is possible in this context to argue that the observations of Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon on the American social welfare
system have similarities to the Turkish case. Fraser and Gordon argue that social welfare supports create a stigmatised dependency category.
They criticize the approach that the way to get rid of the stigma of “dependent,”
that is, to become independent, is to have a place in the labour market with a
sufficient income. In a society where the independent citizen is someone who
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has a formal employment with a sufficient income to sustain a life, those are left
out this system are relegated to the category of dependents.
The symbol of welfare dependent in the American case is a young black, single,
mother (Fraser and Gordon, 1994). This prototype demonstrates that dependency is not only an economic but also social and political conceptualisation
that has not only economic but also gender and ethnic implications. In this
respect, what we observed in our research is that Roma are perceived as welfare dependents. This perception has economic as well as political and social
implications, which reinforces the stereotype of Roma. Roma are perceived by
the other inhabitants of cities as lazy people who are dependent on the state.
It is apparent that such a perception is fed by a conception of dependency on
the social state as explained by Fraser and Gordon. The way to get rid of this
stigmatising social assistance system that reproduces this dependency category
is to give priority to practices that would render social assistance a category
of citizenship right rather than discretionary system of benevolence. The first
and most important step to be taken is advocating for a right to basic income/
minimum income from which all citizens can benefit without having to prove
their needy position.
Guy Standing emphasises two points of citizenship income (or basic income)
debate. Firstly, basic income is a right that is earned by citizenship and is unconditional. Secondly, it provides basic security; that is, basic income should
allow the individual to make meaningful choices about his/her life. How to use
the income should be under the initiative of solely the income holder, but at the
same time, basic income should not reduce her tendency to work (Standing,
2007).

In this respect, it is certain that a social assistance system based on a right to
minimum income would contribute to the solution of two problems that we
observed during the field research. The first of them is that a minimum income could provide an income certainty for the working poor that is increasingly rendered invisible in social life. The opinion every working individual
can maintain his or her subsistence without having to depend on any external support fails to defend itself in the face of the working poor, which is the
reality of the Roma as Funda from Konya explained: I took my three children
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and my husband and went to what they called Social Solidarity. They said,
“You are young, you are in good health; go and work.” We explained our situation. I said “I do work, but I can’t earn enough; I can’t take care of my children.
At least give us some coal support.” They did not accept this and showed us the
door. In this respect, the right to basic income, which is granted regardless
of the employment status, would certainly help eliminate the problem of the
working poor.
Another significance of basic income is its universality. It does not require
a needs assessment process which is also sometimes dishonouring and stigmatising process as Cihan from Antakya pointed: You need to prove your
poverty to the muhtar, and even lick his boots, in order to be deemed eligible
for support. The universality of the basic income system would thus remove
the condition of “abstaining from applying to social assistance as every door
is shut on you.”
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The Right to Health
We have already indicated that health is one of the services that define the character of the relationship Roma establish with the state. The system of the Green
Card functions properly in primary health care services that enable people
without health security to have access to health care services. However, in secondary health care services, that is, in hospitals, the distinction made between
people with employment based social insurance and people with Green Cards
paves the way for the discriminatory practices that we have been told in our
research. The access to universal health care as a citizenship right is a principle adopted by almost all developed countries. Although Turkey has taken an
important step with the initiation of General Health Insurance, it is possible
to observe the distinction in practice between people with employment based
social insurance and people with Green Cards.
On the other hand, it should not be forgotten that there exists a considerable
number of people in the Roma neighbourhoods who do not hold Green Cards.
Therefore, a solution in health care services that is as important as eliminating
the distinction between the Green Card and social insurance is to ensure the
access of people with no health security to health care services. In this respect,
one of the suggestions that needs to be contemplated is that universal health
care services should be provided equally to everyone as a citizenship right and
these services should be financed by the general budget, that is, by taxes rather
than premiums (Keyder et al., 2007).
In the neighbourhoods where the field research was conducted, we observed that
one of the major areas of work is paper and scrap collection. We met many people who live off collecting. The place to collect paper and scrap is, according to
collectors, the garbage. It is apparent that a working process in dumping grounds
will cause numerous chronic diseases. For example, serious skin problems were
observed among the people in Konya who tried to earn money by collecting
scrap and paper. Moreover, in Konya, there were several members of families that
collected scrap and paper, who had died of lung cancer. All the cases we heard in
the fieldwork point to chronic diseases stemming from the labour process. In this
respect, yet another basic health care service that needs to be provided is preventive health care services against diseases caused by working conditions.
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In this section, we aimed to suggest social policy proposals that could respond
to the problems we encountered in the field along with the debates lying behind them. Concrete steps to be taken by considering the different models in
the field can create significant changes towards improving Roma’s living conditions.
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4. Conclusion: The Social Participation of Roma
Contradictions, hopes and policies
In this study, focusing on the social exclusion of Roma, we argue that being
Roma refers to a ‘low’ status in the society that is shaped by social perceptions
and spatial stigmatisation. Spatial stigmatisation and spatially-related social
perception make it difficult for Roma to participate in the society equally and
access to services by creating a categorically unwanted group of Roma. In this
respect, developing social policies without paying attention to this spatial character of Roma exclusion which inhibits contradictions in itself would create further exclusionary processes.
Within this framework, in our study we chose to work in the neighbourhoods
that are referred to as Roma neighbourhoods in the deprived neighbourhoods
of the selected cities, instead of following Roma as an ethnic identity. Although
we encountered several groups in some cities that identify themselves differently such as Şıhbızın, we decided to work in these neighbourhoods since these
groups, living in the stigmatised spaces and doing unwanted jobs are perceived
and referred as Roma by the other inhabitants of the cities. Our aim was to
understand the perception of Roma that leads to social exclusion which cannot be understood independent of the “stigmatised” spaces that they live and
“unfavourable” jobs that they do. In this respect, we argue that the spatial stigmatisation and the perception of Roma it brings along, which we attempted to
demonstrate in this report, define the social exclusion of Roma.
Being from Roma neighbourhood determines many areas of social exclusion
particularly from the labour market and the social life of the city. This spatially
defined exclusion demonstrates the contradictions of being (perceived as) Roma
in society. For Roma, on the one hand, the continuity of the neighbourhood is
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of importance to their livelihood strategies and sustaining of the community.
However, the belief that the dissolution of the neighbourhood might remove the
negative perception of Roma and pave the way for social participation implies
a contradiction reflected in their narratives. Whereas stories of in ability to live
outside of the neighbourhood were told frequently, it is observable that living
in the neighbourhood, in other words, being stuck in the neighbourhood is a
burden imposed by poverty.
Therefore, the stigmatised space of Roma, which determines the social perception of Roma, is a quagmire that detaches Roma from the wider society and defines the social exclusion experienced in every field. Roma, who are confined to
certain spaces, are also condemned to a social life in which solidarity networks
are weakened and self-perceptions turn into an internal violence. The efforts
of Roma people who have left these spaces by “having an occupation” to sever
their ties with their communities was one of the themes in the stories we heard.
This contradiction, expressed by Sennett as “the person who changes betrays
the community”* persists in processes of participation in the society. Especially
among university graduates, participating in society might mean severing ties
with their communities, that is, with their neighbourhoods.
In this environment, Roma equate social participation with having an occupation, regular job and a steady income. A regular job means more than just having a steady income indeed. It is of great importance to Roma in minimizing the
uncertainties in their daily life. Mehmet from Konya expressed his longing for
such a life as follows: I dream of waking up early and going to work saying “Ya
Allah ya Muhammed,” of coming back from work and sitting in front of my house
after cleaning my hands and drinking tea with my wife… The stories of Roma
suggest that the essential thing that would change their lives is a regular and
secured job: What do I want? I want to have a job with social security. I want to
have something to leave behind after my death. I mean, a house or some money,
something like that. Aynur, Yavuz Selim, Samsun
In this respect, the spaces that Roma live and livelihood strategies of Roma
*

Sennett, R. (1977) The Fall of the Public Man, NY: Alfred A. Knopf.

Konya, Yeni Mahalle Neighbourhood,
August 2010
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need to be taken into consideration when developing social policies targeting
them. As indicated earlier, the continuation of the neighbourhood-based lives
of Roma is of importance for their livelihood and solidarity networks. However,
the introverted life in slums creates a Roma community that cannot leave these
spaces and is detached from urban life. These “uncanny” spaces of Roma are
those places for the urban elite that should be controlled. Slum eradication and
urban transformation projects are based on the desire to dissolve these unwanted spaces of Roma. This is often suggested as a solution to the housing problems
of Roma. However, the way to solve this problem is to turn these spaces into
Roma residences with adequate housing conditions that will ensure the continuation of their livelihood, rather than creating new Roma ghettos through
urban transformation projects.
Madanipour suggests that improving the physical conditions of the neighbourhood is alone not enough to improve the living conditions (Madanipour, 2003).
While improving physical conditions, it is also to make good quality services
accessible. Therefore it is important to guarantee equal access to services like education, health, social assistance schemes and social services in Roma communities. To repeat ourselves, the main approach should aim at improving Roma
spaces and guaranteeing their livelihood and access to services.
The social policies targeting Roma should consider the contradictions brought
about by the stigmatised Roma space along with the perception of Roma in the
society. Only rights based inclusionary social policies could overcome the difficulties and treat Roma as citizens participating to society as equal peers. The
main value on which these social policies are based should be, as Sennett points
out, “Respect.” Sennett states that mutual respect or acknowledging others is a
demanding endeavour (Sennett, 2004). This value should be our point of departure in our search for social policies oriented towards Roma.
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Appendix: Fieldwork
This qualitative study focuses on the employment, housing, education, health,
social assistance and social services in order to understand their social exclusion and its spatial manifestation. The field research was carried out in six cities:
Erzurum, Samsun, İzmir-Bergama, Konya and Antakya and Istanbul-Ataşehir.
The main criteria in the selection of these locations were regional representation, socio-economic differences and the existence of possible partner associations. The selection of cities from different regions in Turkey aimed to increase
the geographical diversity and we paid extra attention to different levels of socio-economic conditions and cultural positions in this process.
Erzurum
Population: The population of Erzurum has declined consistently since 1985
and is 774,207 according to the 2009 census. This decrease points at the fact that
Erzurum is a migration-sending city (www.erzurum.gov.tr).
Economy and employment: Although the city’s population complains of unemployment, the rate of unemployment in Erzurum is 6.2%, well below the
national average of 11%. The main sources of income are agriculture and husbandry in the rural parts and the service sector in the urban center.
The university and the military base are highlighted as institutions that contribute to the city’s development. With its 35,000 students, Atatürk University
is the driving force of commercial life. Due to the 9th Army Corps, the military
population in Erzurum is high. With the existence of several state institutions’
regional headquarters, Erzurum can be described as a city of civil servants-soldiers-students. The establishment of a Turkcell call center in Erzurum created
650 jobs and this number is expected to reach 2000 soon.
The food sector is the core element of manufacturing, but industries such as
Chemical, Plastic, Metal, Machinery, Petroleum and Textile are also advanced
in Erzurum. As of 2009, the number of active industrial sites in Erzurum was
146. The total amount employment these sites provided is 2,796 (www.erzurum.
gov.tr).
The commercial sector is quite inward-oriented and the main exchanged goods
are agricultural and animal products, food supplies, textiles and construction
materials. Agriculture and husbandry play major roles in the city’s economy.
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The informal economy has an important place in people’s employment. Street
peddling, scrap dealing, paper and plastic collecting, pottery selling and working in constructions are the main examples of such employment.
Social services and assistance: The employment structure in Erzurum brought
with it an increasing number of people benefiting from social services. According to Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation data, 196,662 people
received a total of 34,990,925 TL in 2009. More than half of this aid was in the
form of coal (18,630,897 TL for 41,287 people). The distribution of conditional
cash transfer was not efficient due to the lack of personnel and the centrality of
the aid mechanism. A total of 17,268 people benefitted from conditional cash
transfer for education. [Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation Activity
Report has an expenditures inventory and district based-distribution in 2009]
Coal aid (two tons per family) and Green Cards (60,000 people) are the most
efficient types of social aid in the city.
In addition, the municipality distributes bread to families in need every day.
Foundations and relief organisations such as Deniz Feneri, the Kimse Yok Mu
Association, and the Ebu İshak Foundation are also active in Erzurum.
Fieldwork: The fieldwork in Erzurum mainly took place at two sites. One of
these was the Gölbaşı area, which is home to the community known as Şıhbızın.
The work in this area mostly took place in the neighbourhoods of Eminkulpu
and Abdurrahmanağa. The other site of the research was the area of Aşağı Sanayi, which is home to the community known as Poşa. The work in this area
mostly took place in the neighbourhoods of Çağlayan and Edip Somunoplu.
Between 10–25 June 2010, thirteen in-depth interviews were carried out with
five women, six men and two groups of men. We also met with the deputy governor, the city managers of the Social Services and Child Protection Agency and
the Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation, the metropolitan municipality’s general secretary and municipal social aid workers. We also met with the
authorities of primary schools, health centers and mosques located in the aforementioned neighbourhoods.
Samsun
Population: According to the 2007 census, the city’s population was 496,334. This
makes Samsun the biggest city in the Black Sea region. The percentage of the urban population to the greater city is 85%, which is well above the Turkish average.
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The migration from the rural parts of Samsun to the city centers in the post-2000
period is the main reason for this phenomenon (www.samsun.gov.tr).
Economy and employment: One of the main components of Samsun’s economy is agriculture and husbandry. 67% of the employment in Samsun takes
place in this sector. The main agricultural products are wheat, tobacco, corn,
sun flower, sugar canes, hazelnuts and rice. The main manufactured products
are cement, fertilizer, copper, artificial jute, automobile parts, furniture, textile,
iron, garments, medicine and medical tools.
According to the Turkish Statistics Institute’s 2009 data, the percentage of participation in the labour force was 55.6 in Samsun. The rate of unemployment
was 7.3%, well below the national average. According to the Provincial Directorate of Health, 65,452 people have Green Cards in Samsun, which makes up
16% of the city’s population.
Fieldwork: The first Roma settlements in Samsun were built right after the
Lausanne population exchange. In contrast to other Roma, the Roma in Samsun
found the opportunity to work in the formal sector, the TEKEL factory more
specifically, during the 1950s, which enabled future generations to participate
in education and be a part of the middle classes. The Roma who were not employed by the TEKEL factory, however, were pushed out of the city center by
gentrification and began to form shanty neighbourhoods in the 1970s. Two of
these neighbourhoods were the focus of this project. These were the Yavuz Selim and the “transformed” 200 Evler neighbourhoods.
During the first phase of the fieldwork in Samsun, which took place between
6-20 July 2010, we met with the Deputy Governors responsible for Cultural
Affairs, the Social Services and Local Affairs, SHÇEK provincial manager, the
Canik district governor, the Canik Municipality Cultural and Social Services
Department manager and deputy manager, the 200 Evler Boarding Primary
School president, the Emrullah Efendi Primary School president, the Yavuz Sultan muhtar, the Samsun Metropolitan Municipality Social Works Department,
the Turkish Roma from the Black Sea Association and 264 Roma Association,
to obtain a total of twelve unrecorded and one recorded in-depth interviews.
In the second phase, we conducted in-depth interviews with ten women, eight
men and two groups of men residing in Yavuz Selim and the 200 Evler 264
TOKI residence.

Poverty and Social Exclusion of Roma in Turkey

Konya
Population: With its area of 40,814 km2, Konya is the largest city in Turkey. It is
also the sixth most populated Turkish city, with its 1,992,675 residents. Approximately 75% of the population live in urban centers and the rate of urbanization
has been rising in the past decades (www.konya.bel.tr).
Economy and employment: Konya is one of the strongholds of the rising conservative capital, the Anatolian Tigers. It is ranked 14th in the list of cities that
received the most public investments, and 26th in terms of socio-economic
development according to State Planning Organisation data. Konya is ranked
fourth, after the three biggest Turkish cities, in investment incentive plans and
second, after Istanbul, in KOBI (SME) incentive plans. These information suggest that there is increasing production activity in Konya, encouraged by the
state that empowers small-sized producers. The city also has important industrial sites, producing mainly food, metal and machinery (www.konya.bel.tr).
Despite these investments, the rate of unemployment is 10.1% in Konya, slightly
below the national average. It is estimated that 746,000 out of 830,000 people eligible to work have jobs in Konya. The main source of employment, 50%, comes
from the service sector. The agricultural and industrial sectors contribute to
employment in equal amounts. The number of employees with social security is
very low: 196,443 (www.konya.bel.tr).
In this city of nearly two million people, there are 66,915 individuals who do
not have any form of social security, including Green Cards. This is a very low
ratio for such a big city. The total number of people with Green Cards is 214,442
(www.konya.bel.tr).
Social services and assistance: The Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundation, the Social Services and Child Protection Agency and the municipality are
the main social aid institutions. In addition, private foundations are important
actors through which nearly half of all social aid is distributed. Given the conservative reputation of the city and the role of private foundations in relief action, we can say that social aid is evaluated within the framework of charitygiving as opposed to a more rights-based perspective.
Fieldwork: The field research in Konya was carried out in Yeni Mahalle, the
home of the Alevi Roma known as Abdals. Two side-fields were the neighbourhoods of Çimenlik and Tatlıcak surrounding Yeni Mahalle. We also visited the
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nearby neighbourhoods of Doğanlar and Sahib-i Ata for brief observations.
During the first phase of the fieldwork in Konya, which took place between 27
July–10 August 2010, we met with the SHÇEK provincial manager and social
workers; the governor; the muhtars of Yeni Mahalle, Doğanlar Mahallesi, Sahibi Ata and Çimenlik neighbourhoods; The Konya Municipality general secretary
and Social Research Center manager; the SYDV manager; the Karatay deputy
mayor; the Mapping and Cadastre manager; the Zeliha Seymen primary school
president; photographers; and the chief doctor of the Third Çimenlik Family
Health Center to obtain a total of thirteen unrecorded and one recorded indepth interviews. In the second phase, we made in-depth interviews with seven
women and seven men residing in Yeni Mahalle.
İzmir-Bergama
Population: Located on the Bakırçay plain in the Aegean region, Bergama is
the third largest district of İzmir. According to the 2008 Address Based Population Registration System findings, the population of Bergama was 100,671.
Although its population had declined by 6% when compared to the 2000
census, Bergama was one of the most populated districts in Turkey. Due to
the protected historical sites dating from the ancient period in Bergama, settlements in the district are concentrated on and towards the Bakırçay plain.
Another main settlement in the district is the Sümerbank area, which was established in the 1960s and shut down in 1992 (www.bergama.bel.tr).
Economy and Employment: Agriculture is one of the most important sectors
in Bergama. Cotton, tobacco, tomatoes, corn, and wheat are the main products.
However in the past decade, tobacco production left its dominant place to cotton and tomato production. Seasonal agricultural workers carry out most of the
production activity. This seasonal occupation is the main source of income for
many locals and people from eastern Turkey. Most of the agricultural activity is
done between March and December.
Due to the protected historical sites dating from the ancient and Roman periods, the tourism sector is the second biggest source of income for people in
Bergama. In the past decade, between 350,000 and 500,000 tourists came to the
district every year. The tourism sector, coupled with the service sector, is an
important source of income for Bergama (www.bergama.bel.tr).
However, it is possible to observe the high rate of unemployment mainly due to
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the closure of Sümerbank and the decrease in tobacco production.
Social assistance: According to its 2009 activity report, the Social Assistance
and Solidarity Foundation distributed 2,023,289 TL of social aid to 19,623 people. Food distribution worth 776,000 TL was the leading expenditure, followed
by 320,000 TL worth of fuel.
Fieldwork: The field research in Bergama took place in the Atmaca neighbourhood, home of the Roma in the district. Atmaca is ten minutes from the city
center by foot and located on a steep slope that is also a protected site. During
the first phase of the fieldwork in Bergama, which took place between 16-27
August 2010, we met with the SYDV manager, sociologist and social worker, the
district governor, the deputy mayor, the Roma Women’s Association president,
the Atmaca Culture and Tourism Association president, folkdance trainers, the
Atatürk Primary School deputy president and the former mayor of the district
to obtain a total of six unrecorded and two recorded in-depth interviews. In the
second phase, we conducted in-depth interviews with four women and five men
residing in Atmaca.
Antakya
Population: The total area of Antakya is 5,403 km2 and the population is
1,41,287. More than half of this population lives in the city center called Antakya
and the district of İskenderun. Although they are nearly the same, the population in the rural parts is more than that of the urban population (www.hatay.
gov.tr).
Economy and Employment: Antakya’s border with Syria increases the importance of trade in the city. Antakya’s ninth place in the ranking of exporting cities
also reflects this commercial potential. Also, both its rich cuisine and historical sites make it an important tourism center. However, the industrial sector is
not developed. The iron-steel factory in İskenderun employs 12,374 people and
this capacity is expected to double with the introduction of new factories in the
region. Aside from the case of İskenderun, industrial production in Antakya is
related to agricultural activities. We can say that agriculture is more important
for Antakya’s economy than industrial production and the two main agricultural products are olives and cotton (www.hatay.gov.tr).
The rate of unemployment in Antakya is 17.7%, well above the national average.
In parallel, the number of people with Green Cards is higher than that of peo-
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ple with social security. The percentage of people with social security is 14.47%
whereas there are 305,549 people with Green Cards that make 21.1% of the city.
Fieldwork: The fieldwork in Antakya mainly took place in the Dom neighbourhood called Emek. We also met with people in the neighbourhoods of Saraykent,
Altınçay and Esenlik. During the first phase of the fieldwork in Bergama, which
took place between 13-25 September 2010, we met with the SHÇEK provincial
director and the Social Assistnce Unit manager, social service experts, the governor and deputy governor responsible for social services, Antakya municipality’s project manager, the Dom-Der president, the muhtars of the Altınçay and
Esentepe neighbourhoods, the Şeyhoğlu primary school vice-principal and the
Sevgi Tohumları project manager to obtain a total of seven unrecorded and one
recorded in-depth interviews. In the second phase, we conducted in-depth interviews with five women and four men residing in Emek, as well as a project
manager.

