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Introduction  
 
There is a significant Roma population in Macedonia and their history of social exclusion and 
existence on the fringe of the majority society is long and complex.  Most recently a high number of 
Roma persons were rendered defacto stateless following Macedonia’s independence in 1992 and 
remain so.  Then, beginning in 1999, over 5,000 Roma fled to Macedonia to avoid ethnic cleansing in 
Kosovo and Serbia, most unable to return to this day.  Without legal documentation these Roma are 
unable to access education, benefit from entitlement programs, seek medical care, find legal 
employment, own property, or assert and protect their basic human rights.   
    
To combat this challenge, and to support the efforts of The Decade of Roma Inclusion, projects to 
help Roma acquire needed personal documents have been implemented by various international and 
national organizations.1 While the size of projects and type of documents provided vary, the 
underlying assumption of all documentation projects is the same: providing Roma with personal 
documentation will result in improved access and utilization of public services, improved social 
inclusion, protection of rights, and increased participation in the mainstream economy.   
 
Although programs have been implemented to combat the Roma documentation problem in 
Macedonia, to date the efficacy and sustainability of documentation efforts has not been sufficiently 
examined. To fill this evaluative gap, quantitative analysis and case study examination of an ongoing 
ARKA project in Kumanovo, Macedonia was completed by an independent research team. 
This evaluation has been organized into six main sections. 
 

�  The documentation problem among Roma: origins and consequences 
�  ARKA project background  
�  Results of the ARKA project 
�  Research methodology and case study format 
�  Results of quantitative research and case study analysis 
�  Conclusion and recommendations 

 

                                                 
1 The Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005–2015) is an unprecedented political commitment by governments in Central and 
Southeastern Europe to improve the socio-economic status and social inclusion of Roma. The Decade is an international 
initiative that brings together governments, intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations, as well as Romani civil 
society, to accelerate progress toward improving the welfare of Roma. The Decade focuses on the priority areas of 
education, employment, health, and housing. As a component of the implementation of the Decade goals in the Republic of 
Macedonia, the provision of identifying documents for Roma in Macedonia was identified as a pressing need.  
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The Documentation Problem among Roma: Origins and Consequences  
 
No systematic effort has been completed to determine the number of Roma who lack valid personal 
documents. Nevertheless, the disenfranchised status which is both a cause and result of lack of 
personal documents and legal status among the Roma is well documented.  
 
The Roma are disproportionately represented among the poorest and least educated segments of 
Macedonian society, a situation which has resulted in the Roma often referred to as the “poorest of 
the poor.”2 The 2002 census in Macedonia counted 53,879 Roma people or 2.7 percent of the 
population; however, unofficial estimates as to the number of Roma exceed 100,000 because Roma 
often identify themselves as Turks, Egyptian or Macedonian in an effort to avoid discrimination. The 
2002 census also revealed that nationally Roma have a specific unemployment rate of 78.5 percent 
compared to a national rate of 38.1 percent. Roma unemployment in the Municipality of Kumanovo is 
higher still with 84.2 percent of working age Roma lacking legal employment. Additionally while 
Roma only officially account for 2.7 percent of the population it is estimated they consume 10 to 20 
percent of social welfare expenditures; a strong indicator of the number of Roma relying on social 
assistance.3 Statistics for education are also indicative of the exclusion and marginalized status of 
Roma. Although most Roma children start the first grade, only half finish the 8th grade and only 5 
percent will ever make it to the university level.4   
 
A number of factors contribute to the persistent absence of documentation among Roma.5  
 

�  A general lack of understanding in the Roma community of the importance of registration 
and its benefits. 

�  A cultural reluctance to deal with state authorities.  Many Roma are not willing to go through 
the necessary procedures for fear of discrimination. 

�  Lack of adequate financial resources prohibits many Roma from acquiring personal 
documents. Even nominal fees are, in most cases, not within the financial means of the most 
impoverished.  Discrimination in access to employment and social services compounds this 
problem. 

�  The complicated and arbitrary nature of many administrative procedures results in 
insurmountable barriers for many, especially those who are illiterate.   

�  The lack of one basic document such as a birth certificate can bar an individual from 
obtaining other documents.  For example, without a birth certificate it is nearly impossible to 
obtain any form of identification.   

�  Insufficient public assistance and NGO capacity available to provide legal and financial 
assistance. 

�  Illegal housing creates an obstacle for many, as a formally registered residence is required for 
many documents. 

�  A striking lack of knowledge of the application procedures and the requirements.  There is 
very little information available on registration procedures and practices throughout the 
country vary.  Rumors and false information about obtaining documents and their cost 
abound. 

�  Undocumented Roma women have no choice but to have their babies at home. The parents of 
these children may not obtain a birth certificate for any of the above reasons. 

 
The lack of personal documents is a pervasive and serious obstacle to the protection and integration 
of Roma in Macedonia, which will be passed from generation to generation until appropriate 

                                                 
2 USAID, Telling our Story. 2004 
3 European Center for Minority Issues & SIDA, Roms and Integration. 2006 
4 Ibid 
5 From unpublished ARKA and ABA CEELI research.   
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measures are taken. Without a legal identity verifiable through current personal documents Roma are 
barred access to education, health services, housing, formal employment, financial services, social 
security, justice, property rights, legal marriage, and participation in the democratic process.  

 
In addition to affording access to individual rights, legal identity and citizen registration is critical for 
effective administration and governance: 

�  Accurate birth registrations provide essential statistics for governmental budgeting and 
planning of social services, health and education programs, and housing and labor market 
policies.  

�  Proof of legal identity and accurate registrations are needed to democratically assert the 
collective rights of minorities and vulnerable groups.  

�  Reliable birth records and valid identification is essential to effective law enforcement for 
preventing harmful or illegal practices such as child labor, illegal migration, child marriage, 
child prostitution, and the trafficking of women and children. 

 
ARKA Project Background 

 
The Roma Rights Forum "ARKA" is a non-government, non-political, non-religious and non-profit 
organization, establish in November 1998 in Kumanovo, Macedonia. ARKA was founded by a group 
of enthusiastic Roma human rights advocates. The basic task of the organization is the promotion and 
protection of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of Roma people and other ethnic 
minorities and the promotion and strengthening of multi-ethnic cooperation. 
 
As a component of ARKA’s ongoing efforts to promote the rights of Roma, an initial eight-month 
Roma documentation project “Roma Registration and Personal Documentation Project” was 
implemented in 2006 with the financial support of The Swedish Helsinki Committee. The goal of this 
project was to reduce the number of Roma lacking a legal identity and basic personal documents. 
 
To achieve this goal, ARKA implemented two parallel strategies:  

�  Building awareness in the Roma community of the importance of establishing a legal identity 
through community based outreach work.  

�  Providing individuals with the legal, administrative, and financial assistance necessary for 
clients to obtain personal documentation.  

 
Throughout the project ARKA offices were open five days a week and a lawyer was available to meet 
with clients and discuss their cases. In all cases, ARKA staff prepared the necessary documents and 
background information and accompanied the client to the MOI (Ministry of the Interior) when 
requesting documents. Staff anticipated that an added benefit of the project would be to relieve the 
fear and mistrust many Roma have toward institutions and authority due to the fact that they were 
accompanied to the MOI to obtain documents by project staff. 
 
The target outcome of the project was that 400 beneficiaries would be assisted in obtaining personal 
documentation; however, ARKA more than doubled their target with an overwhelming 803 
individuals seen in this period.  
  
 
 
 
 
The following variety and quantity of documents were provided. 
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Document Type  

Number of 
Documents 
Provided 

Percent of 
Total 

Newborn registration 15   1.28 
Registration of child under 2 mos. 13 1.11 
Registration of child born at home over 2 mos. 0      0.0 
Registration of child born abroad 5  0.04 
Registration of new residence 1    0.008 
Passports (for seasonal work) 38 3.2 
Birth Certificates 340      29.1 
Certificate for Citizenship 292    25.0 
First I.D. Card 94      8.0 
I.D. through marriage 7    0.059 
Replacement of expired I.D. 116      9.9 
Duplicate I.D. (lost or damaged) 28      2.39  
Marriage certificate 36 3.0 
Marriage registration 2    0.017 
Death certificate 4    0.034 
Property certificate 2    0.017 
I.D. for foreigner 2    0.017 
Travel document for foreigner 1    0.008 
Birth certificate from foreign country 7    0.059 
Health card 65      5.5 
Work booklet 34 2.9 
Other Miscellaneous Documents  66 5.6 
Totals 1168 100 

 
 

METHODOLOGY 

The evaluation consisted of two parts, a community based survey (quantitative) and personal interviews 
for case studies (qualitative).  

 
 

Quantitative Research 

Adult and minor structured surveys were developed and tested by the project team. Data was collected for 
four months from June through September 20th of 2007 by a Roma surveyor in communities relying on 
self-report. Written surveys were not used due to the high number of illiterate beneficiaries. Surveys were 
completed a minimum of ten months (average of 13.4 months) following the receipt of all requested 
documents.  The delay in surveying was designed to give beneficiaries the opportunity to use their new 
documents to enact measurable changes in their lives.  

Survey questions focused on determining changes in key health, quality of life, and social inclusion 
factors. Results were then coded, entered, and analyzed using SPSS 11.5. In total 109 individuals or their 
primary caretakers were surveyed. Sample size was selected for a .08 confidence interval at the .95 
confidence level.  

Projected outcomes were identified by ARKA and the research team. Survey questions were designed to 
solicit information to measure outcomes in the following areas. 

Measured outcomes for adults: 

Social Inclusion Factors 
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1. Registration at the job center. 
2. Inclusion in the legal workforce as evidenced by employment status and/or efforts to find legal 

work. 
3. Changes in access to entitled social support. 
4. Participation in the mainstream, greater economy as defined by entering into legal contracts or 

taking legal ownership of property. 
5. Travel outside of isolated Roma community.  

Health and Medical Access 
6. Changes in frequency of contact with medical personnel and doctors.  
7. Health coverage among community members. 

Sustainability Measures 
8. Utilization of newly acquired knowledge of the documentation process to help community 

members and family secure documents.  
9. Expressed confidence in ability to negotiate the documentation process as a result of the ARKA 

project. 
10. Commitment by community members to renew documentation in the future. 
11. In addition, respondents were asked to determine which aspects of the ARKA project were the 

most helpful and likely to be needed in the future (i.e. financial, legal, reading/translation, or field 
workers). 

Measured outcomes for children: 
 

1. Changes in the social assistance status of the surveyed child. 
2. Changes in frequency of medical visits and vaccinations. 
3. Changes in school attendance and enrollment status. 

Because a control group was not included in the study, causality can not be conclusively determined to 
link the outcomes of this research with the receipt of documents. This research is simply to determine 
what changes have occurred in the above listed outcome areas among all beneficiaries since the 
implementation of the ARKA project, and to provide an estimate as to how similar projects will benefit 
Roma communities.   

 

RESULTS 

Results for Adult Beneficiaries 

A total of 63 adults with an average age of 30.9 years were surveyed, of which 50.8 percent were male 
and 49.2 percent were female.  

Social Inclusion Indicators 

Registration at Job Center & Inclusion in the Workforce 

Little difference was noted in job center registration and participation in the workforce. Registration at the 
job center increased 3.2 percentage points from 92.1 to 95.3 percent of individuals surveyed. Similarly, no 
increase in the number of individuals participating in the workforce was observed with 4.8 percent 
reporting legal employment before receiving documents and the same percentage reporting legal 
employment at the time of interview. However, a full 81 percent of unemployed project beneficiaries 
report looking for work since receiving documents. 

Contracts & Legal Ownership 
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A total of 4.8 percent of project beneficiaries were able to enter into legal contracts or take legal 
ownership of property since receiving requested personal documents. This measure was included in the 
project analysis because ownership and the ability to enter into contracts is an important aspect of 
economic inclusion.  

Travel Outside of the Community 

Possession of all necessary personal documents resulted in a significant increase in the number of 
individuals who travel regularly outside of their community. Almost a full 13 percent of project 
beneficiaries report they now travel more regularly and interact with the larger community as a result of 
receiving their personal documents. This measure was included as travel is a measure of integration in the 
greater community and perception of safety.  

Current Level of Travel

12.7%

82.5%

3.2% 1.6%

More About the Same Less No Response

 

Changes in Access to Social Assistance 

Slightly more than two-thirds of beneficiaries reported collecting social assistance prior to receiving 
documents through the ARKA project. Valid data as to changes in this area was unavailable as the 
response rate of survey questions related to current status of social assistance was less than ten percent.6  

Health and Medical Indicators 

Frequency of Medical Visits 

Some favorable changes were observed in the frequency and purposes of medical visits. Prior to receiving 
documents only 3.2 percent of beneficiaries reported seeing medical personnel regularly and for checkups 
compared to 7.9 percent at the time of survey. The number of people seeking regular medical care more 
than doubled since obtaining their documents. Similarly, those visiting medical personnel when sick or ill 
increased from 73 to 81 percent, and those who only visit medical personnel for emergencies decreased 
from 23.8 percent to 11.1 percent of respondents. While the frequency of medical visits remains less than 
ideal, it does represent a significant, positive trend. 

                                                 
6 See Factor Affecting Survey Results for potential explanations of this low rate. 
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Frequency of Medical Visits Adults

3,2%

73%

24%

8%

81%

11%

Regularly

When Sick or Ill

Only for
Emergencies

Before Project After Project
 

Healthcare Coverage 

All surveyed respondents reported having state or government-provided partial medical coverage at the 
time of project interviews. This finding does not correspond to the number of respondents who claimed to 
receive social benefits or are employed. Social benefits and legal employment includes healthcare 
coverage. This high response rate may be due to under-reporting of social benefits, use of a friend or 
family member’s insurance when sick or ill, or beneficiaries not understanding the question and/or 
knowing the status of their health coverage due to infrequent visits.  

 

Sustainability Measures 

Knowledge of the Documentation Process & Assisting Others with Securing Documents 

Improved familiarity with the documentation process, which is an important measure of sustainability, 
was indicated by over half of the respondents reporting that they provide “advice” to their peers regarding 
how to obtain documents. An additional 1.8 percent of project beneficiaries reported accompanying a 
friend or family member to MOI (Ministry of the Interior).  

However, increased confidence of beneficiaries to negotiate the documentation process was unexpectedly 
low; 33.3 percent indicated that they felt less confident in their ability to obtain documents for themselves 
or another as a result of the project, 27 percent reported feeling about the same level of confidence and 
only 23.8 percent reported feeling more confident. Whether this is a reflection of the complexity of the 
documentation process, a shortfall of the ARKA project, or a result of additional factors in unclear.7  

                                                 
7 See “Factors Influencing Survey Results” for further explanation. 
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Post-Project Beneficiary Confidence to Negotiate th e 
Documentation Process

15,9%

33,0%

27,0%

23,8%More Confident

Confidence
Unchanged

Less Confident

No Opinion/Unsure

 

Commitment to Renew Documents & Support Needed 

Expressed commitment to renew documents was very strong. Almost 93 percent of respondents reported 
they intend to replace and renew their documents as needed. However, 90.7 percent of respondents 
reported they will require financial support, legal support, translation, or ARKA staff to accompany them 
to MOI in order to renew or replace their documents in the future. Only 9.3 percent claim they will not 
need assistance from ARKA or another NGO in order to renew documents.  



 10 

Beneficiaries Who Plan to Renew & Will Need Help to  Renew

No; 7,4%

No; 9,3%

Yes; 90,7%

Yes; 92,6%
Plan to Renew

Will Need Help to
Renew

Selection Rate when Asked to Rank Three Most Import ant Aspects of 
Project and Needs for Future

49,2%

49,2%

39,7%

34,9%
84,0%

84,1%

81,0%

82,5%Most Helpful
Aspects of the

Project

Most Needed
Assistance in the

Future

Legal Help Translation or Reading

Accompanying Mentor from NGO Financial Assistance
 

 

Results for Minor Beneficiaries 

Data was collected from the caregivers of 46 children with an average age of 9.2 years for this analysis, of 
which 67 percent were males and 33 percent females.  

Social Assistance Status 

Prior to the ARKA project, 71.7 percent of the families of minor beneficiaries reported receiving social 
assistance for their child. Post project data in this area is not available. Only two percent of families were 
willing to answer this question.8   

 

Medical Contact & Vaccinations 

                                                 
8 See “Factors Influencing Survey Results” for further explanation and details. 
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Among interviewed project beneficiaries, no change was reported in the frequency of medical visits or 
reason for medical visits for children before receiving documents and when surveyed. Respondents 
reported identical percentages of medical patterns prior to project support and at the time of the survey: 
95.6 percent of families take their children to doctors only when their children are sick and ill, 2.2 percent 
only in emergencies, and 2.2 percent stated they take their children for regular visits.      

Ninety-eight percent of caretakers reported their children were vaccinated prior to this project while 2 
percent were unsure. While vaccination records were not audited, this number indicates a full 70 percent 
of minor project beneficiaries received vaccinations in the community or at a medical office from the date 
of receipt of documents to the time of interviews.  

Frequency of Medical Visits of Children Before & Af ter Project

95.6%

2.2% 2.2%

Only When Sick or Ill For Emergencies Only Regularly 
 

School Enrollment & Attendance 

Reported school enrollment before and after receipt of documents showed only minor change. Prior total 
enrollment of 76.2 percent was reported with 28.3 percent attending regularly, 45.7 percent with 
attendance regularity unknown by caretakers, and 2.2 percent enrolled but not regularly attending. Fifteen 
point two percent of school age children were not enrolled in school and 8.7 percent of the sample group 
was not of school age.  

School Enrollment Prior to Receiving Documents

Enrolled & 
Attending 

Regularly; 28%

Enrolled, Not 
Attending 

Regularly; 2%Enrolled, 
Attendance 

Unknown; 46%

Not Enrolled ; 
15%

Not of School 
Age; 9%

 

Post-project results were similar in all areas excluding regularity of school attendance. At the time of 
research interviews, caretakers reported total enrollment of 71.7 percent of children, with 63 percent 
regularly attending, 8.7 percent enrolled but not regularly attending, and 8.7 percent not, or no longer, of 
school age. The dramatic increase in the number of children attending school regularly is significant and 
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should be noted; however, as more than 75 percent of beneficiaries were interviewed immediately after 
the start of the school year, increased regular attendance is congruent with traditional school attendance 
patterns.  

Unexpectedly, the number of children not enrolled in school increased from 15.2 percent prior to the 
project to 17.3 percent at time of interviews. An additional 4.3 percent of caretakers reported they are 
planning to enroll their children in school; however, as these respondents were surveyed after the current 
school year began; it is unclear when they plan on enrolling their children. Assuming all families who 
intend to enroll their children in school do so, 13 percent of school age project beneficiaries will not be 
enrolled in school, an improvement in school enrollment of 2.2 percentage points. 

Post-Project School Enrollment

65%9%

4%

13% 9%

Enrolled & Regularly Attending Enrolled, Not Attending Regulalry

Not Enrolled but Planning to Enroll Not Enrolled not Planning to Enroll

Not of School Age

  

FACTORS INFLUENCING SURVEY RESULTS 

During the four-month time period that interviews were conducted (June – September 2007) there were 
two issues with the Ministry of Interior (MOI) and the Social Help Center that may have had an effect on 
the survey results. These factors are possible explanations of why more than 90 percent of those surveyed 
refused or avoided answering questions regarding social welfare and why more than 33 percent report 
feeling less confident in their ability to obtain personal documents.  

First, beneficiaries throughout Macedonia did not receive welfare payments during June and July 2007 
although these benefits were later paid in August retroactively. The reason for the discontinuation was not 
thoroughly explained to and/or understood by many project beneficiaries. Many interviewees expressed 
or implied concern that social assistance information provided to the surveyor could be used to further 
disrupt or discontinue their benefits.   

Second, as of August first the Office of Social Help changed their policy and elected to no longer accept 
birth certificates older than six months and only “originals.” (A birth certificate is the key document for 
almost any other document or benefit in Macedonia.) This resulted in individuals with documents older 
than six months being required to purchase a new document.  It also meant that original documents were 
routinely confiscated by the Office of Social Help, once again leaving beneficiaries without them. 
Consequently, several of the beneficiaries surveyed expressed frustration and confusion and even though 
many had obtained valid documents through ARKA, their relationship with the Office for Social Help 
may have deteriorated. Note: This change was also confusing as the Ministry of Interior had begun 
issuing birth certificates which are “good for a lifetime” in the early summer. 
 
In additional to situational factors, the survey team noted the following: 
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·  Subjects were especially reluctant to talk about issues that would have any effect on their social 
welfare benefits, especially employment.  

·  Although beneficiaries had received free documents from ARKA, unless they saw an immediate 
direct benefit (getting a job or health care issue solved) many did not necessarily draw a 
connection between having the document and an improvement in their situation.  

·  The interviewer felt some beneficiaries were reluctant to criticize ARKA for fear of missing out 
on future benefits or humanitarian aid.  For example one beneficiary said, “The process was very 
long, it took two months to get my documents.  But don’t write that down!”  

·  Some subjects felt they should be paid for being interviewed and when they discovered they 
would not be, became somewhat hostile subjects. 

 
  

 
Personal Interviews - Case Studies 

 
Structured interviews of selected cases were conducted in the ARKA offices.  Interviews were held with 
seven families who had come to ARKA with difficult documentation issues.  The interview questions 
were as follows:  

1. Can you tell me, in your own words, why you came to ARKA? (Follow-up: Why was it important 
to you to get these documents?) 

2. Can you tell me, in your own words, what ARKA has done for you? 
3. Had you ever tried to get help or solve this problem before coming to ARKA?  Where?  How? 
4. How have things changed for you or your child (or family member) since getting these documents?  

Or, if you had not received these documents, what would be your situation now?  (If needed prompt 
with questions about health care, education or other human rights.) 

5. How do you feel about the kind of help ARKA was able to give you?  Is there a need for free legal 
help for other types of problems that you can think of? 

 

CASE STUDY RESULTS 

Seven families identified as having complex documentation issues were interviewed for the case study 
portion of this research.  All were receiving some form of social benefits and most stated in the interview 
that they were “very poor.” They were effusively grateful for the help they received in obtaining their 
documents. All of those interviewed reported significant and noticeable changes in their lives including: 
establishing legal custody of children, enrolling children in school, receiving treatment for chronic 
medical conditions, obtaining prescribed medicine, first vaccinations, establishing citizenship for an 
adolescent preparing to enter the workforce, receiving entitled social support, and accessing medical care 
for a seriously ill toddler.  

Half of those interviewed tried to resolve their issues previously with the police (MOI) and half of them 
had looked for help from non-government organizations prior to ARKA. Seventy-one percent stated they 
were seeking help with documents because of the need for medical care for themselves or a family 
member.  

Most of the case study subjects expressed confusion as to how their cases were resolved, especially since 
the majority of them had sought help through the police (MOI) in the past. This lack of understanding of 
the process is congruent with the survey results which indicated no improvement in beneficiaries’ 
understanding of the documentation process.   

Two case study summaries follow. For a complete transcript of case study interviews results contact: 
arka@arka.org.mk 
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Case Study One 

Aneta* came to ARKA for help for her three-year-old grandson Mitze, who lived with her and the rest of 
his family in Kumanovo.  Mitze’s father was disabled and the family relied on social welfare, odd jobs 
and begging to survive. Because the family had not been able to produce a valid birth certificate for Mitze 
they could not receive social welfare for him and he did not possess a health card.  He was now “very 
sick” according to his grandmother. 
 
Mitze was born in the hospital in Struga, Macedonia. His mother is a refugee from Kosovo and his father 
is a Macedonian citizen.  Although Mitze obtained a birth certificate from the responsible municipality in 
Ohrid, the Municipality in Kumanovo did not recognize the validity of the document due to errors.  The 
birth certificate did not have the required registration number and even though Mitze was entitled to 
Macedonian citizenship through his father, the birth certificate said he was Serbian. The family does not 
know how these mistakes were made and due to illiteracy, no one noticed the administrative errors at the 
time. 
 
Prior to coming to ARKA for support, family members attempted to solve the problem through MOI, the 
Office of Social Welfare, and another NGO in Kumanovo. However, MOI in Kumanovo reported the 
MOI in Ohrid needed to solve the problem, and MOI in Ohrid reported Kumanovo needed to resolve the 
errors. This bureaucratic gap left the family with no recourse as the child’s health deteriorated. 
 
ARKA staff took this unique problem to the project’s Expert Advisory Board. One member of the board 
is the Director for Sector for Documents of the MOI in Kumanovo. After the board member personally 
made several calls to the MOI in Ohrid with no success she suggested that the ARKA lawyer draft a 
letter, to be signed by Mitze’s father, stating the nature of the problem and the attempts to solve it. The 
letter was to be sent to the Sector for Internal Administrative Affaires at the MOI in Skopje.  
 
Less than two months later the problem was resolved when the MOI in Skopje issued a letter containing 
Mitze’s registration number and determination of Macedonian citizenship.   Within three days of 
receiving the notification from MOI in Skopje ARKA staff, was able to obtain his new birth certificate 
and health card in Kumanovo and Mitze was taken to the hospital. 
 

Case Study Two 
 

Vasil is a 56-year-old Roma and a single father of seven children who came to ARKA seeking 
documentation for his youngest son Erdjan.  Vasil is a Macedonian citizen who fled with his Serbian wife 
to Germany during the breakup of Yugoslavia in 1991. There, his wife gave birth in a hospital to their 
youngest son Erdjan. Sometime later Vasil and his family returned to Macedonia where his wife died in 
2001.  
 
When Vasil appeared at the ARKA offices his son Erdjan was fourteen. As Erdjan was born in Germany 
and was not registered in Macedonia, he had no status under the law and Vasil did not possess anything to 
prove paternity.  Vasil reported he was afraid to let the boy go out with his friends or travel for fear he 
might be stopped by the police. Erdjan had never been to school or been fully immunized and was fast 
approaching the age when he could obtain his first identification card. Vasil also was concerned as he 
believed his son was developmentally delayed and needed to see a doctor.  
 

                                                 
*Names of those interviewed and the beneficiaries themselves have been changed to protect their privacy.  
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Vasil had tried on his own to go to the MOI and register Erdjan using his German birth certificate as 
evidence of paternity as Erdjan would be entitled to Macedonian citizenship by virtue of his father being a 
citizen. However, despite numerous visits Vasil reported no one at the police station offered constructive 
assistance with his “strange and out-of-date” document. “No one at the police cared or wanted to help.  I 
am Roma and I am poor.  If I had more money and nice clothes maybe the police would have helped me.” 
 
Vasil’s case was long and complex. Through working with the German Embassy in Skopje, ARKA was 
able to obtain a new birth certificate for Erdjan from the small town in Germany where he was born.  The 
first big hurdle was overcome; however, under Macedonian law, a child cannot be registered as a citizen 
without the signature of the mother. The signature requirement was impossible to meet as Erdjan’s mother 
(a Serbian citizen) was deceased and her death had never been registered. This was further complicated as 
in order to obtain a death certificate in Macedonia you must have the birth certificate of the deceased. As 
Erdjan’s mother was born in Serbia, documents from a third nation were needed to resolve his case. 
 
Several months later Erdjan’s mother’s birth certificate was obtained through family members in Serbia 
and a death certificate was issued. Finally after a year of work and documents from three nations, Erdjan 
has been granted Macedonian citizenship and all the rights that citizenship provides.  
 
Finally, Vasil reported one final complication to his story.  When Erdjan’s birth certificate arrived from 
Germany his name was misspelled.  In all his legal documents his name is now Erdan.  It would be an 
expensive process to legally correct the mistake.  According to his father however he doesn’t care, “No 
problem!  He can go by Erdan now, it’s better than being nobody!” 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS  
 
Providing free legal and financial help to Roma for registration and obtaining personal documents is 
clearly a necessary and appreciated service. We know that those served by the project were poor and that 
they have now obtained the personal document(s) that they requested. However, whether and how 
significantly receiving documents translates into quantifiably improved access to public services, 
utilization of health services, protection of human rights, and overall improved quality of life is unclear.  
At the very least, measuring these benefits may require repeated studies spanning longer time periods 
after the receipt of documents.  
 
The ARKA documentation project did an exceptional job of meeting and exceeding the project 
objectives. More than twice as many individuals were assisted through this project than were originally 
expected. 
 
Although few of the changes measured by the survey were significant, all results excluding sustainability 
indicators remained unchanged or showed trends in a positive direction. Data indicated the greatest 
changes in the frequency and likelihood of adults to seek health care and increased integration as 
measured by travel in the greater community.  Since the recognized primary goal of development work 
within the Roma community is integration, these effects are important.9 
 
Only 23.8 percent of beneficiaries of the project report feeling more confident in their ability to negotiate 
the documentation process, while the largest percentage of respondents report less confidence following 
the project. In addition, less than ten percent of beneficiaries report they will be able to renew or replace 
their documents without assistance. While economic limitations and situational factors outside of the 
control of ARKA (see Factors Influencing Survey Results) negatively impact these results, project 
sustainability needs to be more effectively addressed. 
 
                                                 
9 United Nations Development Program. Avoiding the Dependency Trap. 2002 
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The significant changes in access to health services, promotion of rights, and utilization of public services 
observed on an individual level for specific, complicated cases indicate that it is important for future 
documentation projects to draw a distinction between simple and complicated cases. Expecting similar 
outcomes in target indicators for an adult who needs to simply travel to MOI and pay a renewal fee versus 
someone who has been diligently attempting to correct an intractable administrative error, special 
situation, or policy oversight is unreasonable.10  
 
The documentation problem and its corresponding consequences is a complex and systemic issue. 
Expecting significant measurable change in research indicators while other systemic factors are held 
equal is overly optimistic.  A document allowing someone to obtain a work card for example will likely 
not result in employment in a community with a Roma unemployment rate of 84.2 percent.11  Documents 
that verify entitlement to social assistance do not guarantee a beneficiary’s ability to negotiate constantly 
changing policies, pay repeated fees for documents and access support. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
The right to a legal identity with the documents to prove one’s status as a citizen remains the foundation 
of human rights afforded in any country.  Governmental and non-governmental organizations with the 
help of foundations and international donors should continue to address this important issue while taking 
into account the following nine recommendations.  
 

Project Design and Implementation Recommendations 
 

1) Documentation projects should begin to draw a distinction between complicated cases and simple 
renewals and replacements. Limited resources should be prioritized for individuals and families 
with documentation problems which require legal support and/or unique capacities for successful 
resolution.  

2) Quantity alone as the focus of documentation projects may create disincentives to resolve 
complicated cases and thus create disconnect between project activities and the goals of 
documentation efforts.  

3) For future documentation projects it will be more useful to assist with documentation as part of an 
individual plan to improve quality of life, rather than providing support to secure documents 
without clear goals or plans for follow-through. Enabling disadvantaged populations to plan and 
take responsibility to create changes in their lives is a common, cost-effective, and empirically 
supported best practice approach for raising socio-economic status.  

4) Evaluation should be built into documentation projects. Collection of data related to inclusion and 
quality of life indicators before providing support to obtain documents will decrease the cost and 
improve the quality of evaluation, while providing needed data about the documentation 
challenge in the Roma community.  

 
Systems Based Recommendations 

 
1) More culturally appropriate education is desperately needed within the Roma community to 

emphasize the importance of obtaining legal documents.  Emphasis should be placed on 
educating pregnant mothers on the importance of registering children when they are born, 
whether in a hospital or at home.  Parents must understand that registering their child is essential 
to their future well-being and the process becomes more difficult and more expensive over time. 

2) The Law for Administrative Taxes, Article 15, Paragraph 1, Point 19 allows persons receiving 
social welfare payments to obtain their documents at reduced cost.  This benefit is not widely 

                                                 
10 A full 43 percent of the adult sample group was simple renewal or replacement of ID cards, birth certificates or 
citizenship verification.  
11 2002 Macedonian Census  
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known or implemented either by workers in the MOI or staff of the Office of Social Help. 
Beneficiaries are not aware of this benefit.  

3) Many children who are born in a hospital are never registered because the parent(s) fail to appear 
within sixty days at the Ministry of Interior to give the child’s name and take a (free) birth 
certificate.  The Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Health should work together to consider 
simplifying the steps to register a child.  For example, in many countries if the child is named 
while in the hospital, they will be automatically registered by the hospital, eliminating the need to 
appear at the registry office in a specific time frame. 

4) In Macedonia the requirements and procedures for obtaining personal documents vary widely by 
municipality and are often enforced arbitrarily. Officials have the authority to solve difficult cases 
or keep citizens locked in a bureaucratic nightmare with no avenue for recourse. The Ministry of 
the Interior and the Office for Foreigners should work to standardized these procedures, and 
provide periodic training of trainers for the persons responsible from each municipality until these 
conditions are standardized.   

5) Even in the most advanced societies free legal help remains necessary for people who lack the 
resources to pay.  The Macedonian government and civil society, with support of the international 
community, should develop a strategic plan for providing free legal services for those most in 
need, in accordance with European Commission standards. 

 
Systems based recommendations were compiled from individuals and experts 

working in the field of Roma documentation. 
 
 
 

 
 


