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The gap between practice and law 

 

More than half of Roma, Egyptian and Ashkali population in Montenegro are 

illiterate, or have difficulty using the official language – it was indicated in a 

research that was, due to the lack of official data, conducted by the UNDP in 2006. 

 

‐ Unofficial data say the things are even worse, that 80% of RAE citizens are 

illiterate or have difficulty using the official language, which is unacceptable – 

Ivana Jelić, Professor at the Law School in Podgorica stated for “Monitor” 

weekly. 

 

Same data is found in the government’s Strategy for the enhancement of the 

position of the 

Roma in Montenegro adopted in 2007. Back in 2005, the government adopted the 

Action plan for implementation of the “Decade of Roma inclusion 2005 – 2015”, 

pledging to take necessary steps in the goal of general improvement of the position 

of Roma population. 

 

REGULATIONS AND INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS:  

 

“Education of Roma population is the basic prerequisite for their integration”, says 

Jelić. She reminds that protection of their rights, including the right to education, is 

directly under authority of the international community, since they are not a 

national minority. “Countries in which they are situated should enforce provisions 

of the international law concerning minorities”, Jelić explains. 

 

“It is a multitude of international acts that fall within the so‐called “soft law” – 

recommendations, guidelines, instructions but not the strict norms, except those 

relating to the prohibition of forced assimilation, preservation of life and both 

physical and spiritual integrity and non‐discrimination.” 

 

Among these regulations are also the Hague recommendations on the right of 

national minorities to education, brought by the OSCE High Commissioner for 

National Minorities Max van der Stuhl. These recommendations prioritize 

education of minorities, especially in their mother tongue, because as he explained, 

“it is clear that education is an unusually important factor in preservation and 

deepening of the identity of national minorities”. 

 

Hague recommendations suggest introduction of special measures “where 

necessary” in order to achieve active right to education. Decentralization of the 
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educational system and participation of minorities, and especially parents, is 

treated like a specific recondition for implementation of the right to education. It is 

recommended, inter alia, that teaching plans should include not only learning of 

the mother tongue but also minority’s culture, tradition and history. Also, majority 

people should be familiar with basics of minority languages and culture, so that 

tolerance and multicultural spirit are strengthened. 

 

Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National 

Minorities in 1995 which binds Montenegro as well also includes “special rights in 

the field of education” for minorities. 

 

PRACTICE: Alongside provisions on the prohibition of discrimination contained 

in the Constitution, the Law on Minorities and the Law on the Prohibition of 

discrimination, Montenegrin Law on Primary Education provide compulsory and 

free education for all, as required by the International Covenant of Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights UN. The law stated that “parents will be punished by a 

fine if the child is not enrolled into school or if a child does not attend classes”. 

 

Official data, however, state that majority of RAE children of school age are not 

included into the educational system. The rate of enrolment of Roma children in 

elementary school is about 25%, while at the rest of the population this figure is 

100%. Officially, the Ministry of Education and Science blames the Roma tradition 

and the poverty of this population. 

 

But this is not the only problem. Besides the fact that fines for parents who do not 

send their children to school are only symbolic, it seems that the greatest problem 

in the education of Roma children is the fact that educational inspections are not 

doing their jobs. 

 

According to the data the Ministry of Education and Science last May gave to the 

Action for Human Rights, since the Law on Primary Education was adopted in 

2007, until May 2009, only one parent of Roma nationality was punished for not 

enrolling their child, or because the child left elementary school. 

 

Ministry’s memo adds that educational inspection “never visited refugee camps 

and established how much children of school age who live in them do not attend 

classes”. 

 

The fact that the situation did not change to this very day, led programme 

coordinator at the Center for Roma Initiatives in Nikšić, Fanija Delija, to contact 
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the Ministry and tell them to warn parents who do not send their children to school 

that they may even be imprisoned. “If they were children of any other minority, I 

am absolutely positive that all schools and authorities would react. We say that the 

Ministry of Education and Science may not justify themselves by Roma tradition 

and poverty any longer. If parents have no money to pay for this offense, then 

imprisonment should be next punishment, because we are aware that an illiterate 

child may not be integrated into the society later on, let alone employed”, she said. 

 

Researcher of violations of human rights and executive director of the Roma 

Scholarship Foundation Aleksandar Zeković says the fact that Roma children are 

not getting enrolled is not the only problem, because those who do usually leave 

elementary schools very soon. According to the Foundation’s data, only 10% of 

RAE children finish elementary school. Reasons are numerous, starting with the 

fact that they do not speak the official language, to discrimination they face in 

school. The latest example is last year’s case from “Drago Milović” elementary 

school in Tivat where Roma children were sent away from classes because they 

allegedly had lice, when teachers were pardoned from any form of responsibility 

when it was discovered that lice were not the problem. “Abandoning elementary 

school is especially expressed in Podgorica. During last two years, around 50% of 

children left compulsory education” says Zeković. He adds another big problem is 

the poor quality of education Roma children get in elementary schools. “There are 

examples where Roma children going to the sixth grade are not literate enough and 

do not understand the official, Montenegrin, language very well”. 

 

Foundation believes there’s way to improve the Roma education situation. One of 

the mechanisms for the elementary education is introduction of Roma assistants as 

support to Roma children during schooling. Foundation tried to make this model 

come to life by inserting assistants in few schools, but according to Zeković, 

authorities are unwilling to embrace it officially.  

 

“Commission of the Government of Montenegro did not recognize the importance 

of activities conducted by the Foundation and actually reduced scholarships to 

classical social giving, and at the end of the school year”, Head of the scholarship 

awarding department at the Foundation 

Andrija Đukanović commented for “Monitor”. 

 

According to Behija Ramović, assistant at “Božidar Vuković Podgoričanin” ES, 

what RAE children face in education are inadequate conditions for living, working 

and studying, illiteracy and the lack of education at parents. “The lack of parent 

support and help in studying, poverty and social exclusion, the lack of confidence, 
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poor previous knowledge, insufficient knowledge of the official language, 

traditionalistic and discriminative heritage in their own community are just some of 

many problems.”  

 

CONCRETE MEASURES INSTEAD OF NICE PROMISES:  

 

Ivana Jelić believes it is necessary to introduce new concrete measures and 

affirmative actions: “This could be giving daily meals for children in elementary 

schools, free textbooks and other bonus preparations for taking exams at all levels 

of schooling.” 

 

So far, affirmative actions exist in secondary and high education. There’s a 

guaranteed number of spots for enrollment into secondary schools. Also, the 

University of Montenegro accepts a certain number of Roma students each school 

year by the principle of affirmative action, especially the education‐pedagogy, 

psychology‐sociology, medical, law and economic studies, entirely financed by the 

state. 

 

According to newer data of the Roma Council, the faculty so far enrolled 13 RAE 

students, while there are around 35 such students in secondary schools. “This is an 

improvement compared to the time when such affirmative actions did not exist. 

Education of adults, however, has been totally neglected” – claims Andrija 

Đukanović. 

 

Although the situation has improved compared to several years back, the number 

of Roma, Egyptian and Ashkali students who finish high schools and faculties will 

not rise, all collocutors agree, if authorities continue to stand aside while more than 

a half of Roma children stay outside of the compulsory elementary education. 

These children already told researchers of their reality that they do wish to go to 

school. 

 

Written by: Milena PEROVIĆ‐KORAĆ & Biljana ALKOVIĆ 

 

The language barrier 

 

Roma people usually speak Romani and Albanian. Most of Montenegrin Roma 

originated from Kosovo. In the Egyptian ethnic group, besides Montenegrin, 

Albanian language is also dominant. 

Romani language, by ratification of the European Charter for Regional and 

Minority Languages, is recognized by the Government as a separate minority 
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language, but it is not included into the system of education. The Government 

explains this is because they lack in teaching cadre and textbooks and the fact that 

Romani language is not standardized. Although the problem is very old, no 

stimulating measures were ever taken to form cadre potential and overcome the 

problem of standardization. 

 

“The law‐defined possibility that about 20% of the educational programmes may 

be initiated and regulated by local communities and schools, taking local 

specificities into account, in the case of RAE children does not work in practice” – 

Aleksandar Zeković stated for “Monitor”. He emphasized nothing has been done 

to include themes from RAE culture and tradition into their education. 

 

“There’s also the lack of adequate educational cadre for teaching on Romani 

language, for subjects of history, culture and tradition. This is yet another obstacle 

on the path to exercising of the right to education of Roma, Egyptian and Ashkali 

people” ‐ believes Ivana Jelić, Professor at the Law School in Podgorica. 

 

Civil sector suggests that lower grades of elementary school should have “general 

classes” organized in Albanian language as well. They are convinced that this 

would help Roma children learn more of the curriculum and the official language 

as well. 
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The project has been supported by the EU Delegation in Montenegro and all 

findings are solely the result of the research of our team of journalists. 
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