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No. 3 (69), March 2025 

Three years on - Ukrainian Roma 

experiences of displacement, 

transnational lives and resilience 

This issue of Spotlight serves multiple 

purposes. Most notably, it is released in 

deliberate alignment with the worldwide 

celebrations of International Roma Day on 

April 8th – a day dedicated to honouring 

and appreciating Roma culture(s) while 

also raising awareness of the persistent 

challenges Roma communities face. This 

year marks the 35th anniversary of the 

day's establishment, making it a special 

occasion.  

Building on this significant occasion, this 

issue features insights from ethnographic 

research of ROCIT team members in 

Poland, Ukraine, and Germany, exploring 

collective accommodation centers, 

education, transnational families and 

resilience, the precarious status of 

Ukrainian Roma under temporary 

protection regimes, and the broader 

dynamics of unequal citizenship and 

migratory encounters.  
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Three years on – Ukrainian Roma experiences of 

displacement, transnational lives and resilience   

Introduction   

 

This issue of Spotlight serves multiple purposes. 

Most notably, it is released in deliberate 

alignment with the worldwide celebrations of 

International Roma Day on April 8th – a day 

dedicated to honouring and appreciating Roma 

culture(s) while also raising awareness of the 

persistent challenges Roma communities face. 

This year marks the 35th anniversary of the 

day's establishment, making it a special 

occasion. 

For us – researchers and activists, Roma and 

Gadje (non-Roma) – who collaborate within the 

ROCIT project, this moment holds particular 

significance. It comes after several months of 

our fieldwork engagement, offering us an 

opportunity to look back at the work done so 

far and reflect on the next steps. It gives us a 

chance to highlight and address the struggles of 

Ukrainian Roma as forced migrants and 

internally displaced persons amid the ongoing 

war. In this issue, we bring to the forefront key 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

concerns and reflections from our fieldwork, 

including the precarious status of Ukrainian 

Roma under temporary protection regimes, the 

gaps in institutional support, unequal 

citizenship and its impact on the refugee 

experience, and the educational challenges 

they encounter in exile. 

Drawing from our ongoing work, our team 

shares their reflections and insights into the 

complex and interwoven issues affecting 

Ukrainian Roma forced migrants. Identified 

challenges are many, and the deeper we dive 

into them, the more questions and issues arise. 

And though they are varied, it is essential to 

emphasise this simple fact – fully grasping and 

addressing them requires a concerted, 

collaborative effort – one that brings together 

diverse perspectives and expertise. This 

Spotlight issue is part of that effort, and our 

team remains committed to continuing this 

work.  
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Institutional racism and the illusion of racial neutrality: 

Roma refugees from Ukraine in the Polish refugee reception 

system 

Elżbieta Mirga-Wójtowicz 

 
As a result of Russia's full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine, Poland has become one of the main 

countries receiving forced migrants, including 

members of the Roma communities. Despite 

the adoption of a policy of racial neutrality and 

equal treatment of all refugees, the reality 

shows that Roma refugees from Ukraine face a 

number of systemic barriers and institutional 

obstacles in accessing humanitarian aid and 

social integration. The arrival of Ukrainian 

Roma forced migrants in 2022 exposed the 

weakness of support systems and revealed 

persistent prejudices in both the Polish and 

Ukrainian contexts. Cases of discrimination in 

access to humanitarian aid and shelter are a 

clear reminder that antigypsyism remains 

deeply rooted, even in times of crisis and 

solidarity (Mirga-Wójtowicz, Fiałkowska 2022, 

Mirga-Wójtowicz, Talewicz, Kołaczek 2022). 

This short text aims to critically analyse the 

phenomenon of institutional racism and 

antigypsyism in the context of the reception of 

Roma forced migrants in Poland. It focuses on 

organisational structures and political 

mechanisms which – despite declarative 

neutrality – lead to the reproduction of social 

inequalities. Using qualitative methodology, 

including the analysis of reports and literature 

 

on the subject, as well as empirical data from 

field research and interviews, it sheds light on 

the question of how supposedly universal 

policies contribute to the exclusion of Roma 

refugees. 

The analysis focuses on the concept of ‘colour 

blindness’ – an institutional approach that 

assumes racial neutrality and equal treatment 

of all refugees or forced migrants, without 

taking into account their specific needs and 

socio-historical conditions. Research indicates 

that such an approach, although officially 

promoted by local and national authorities, in 

reality masks and legitimises existing 

prejudices, especially in the context of Roma 

(Roma Civil Monitoring reports 2017-2025, 

Trehan 2009, McGarry 2016). An example of 

this paradox is the juxtaposition of a 

problematising approach – which categorises 

Roma as ‘difficult’ forced migrants – with an 

official policy of neutrality, which consequently 

leads to differential treatment of ethnic 

minorities. 

Colour-blind policies assume racial neutrality 

and equal treatment of all people, regardless of 

their ethnic origin. In theory, they are intended 

to prevent discrimination by treating all citizens 

equally. However, in practice, it often leads to 
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the ignoring of the already existing structural 

inequalities and the historical experiences of 

exclusion of ethnic minorities (Bonilla-Silva, 

2014). As Goldberg (2009) notes, such an 

approach can reinforce discrimination because 

it neglects to analyse systemic barriers and the 

historical context of exclusion. 

In the context of migration policies in Europe, 

Wimmer and Schiller (2002) point out that 

‘colour blindness’ masks inequalities, assuming 

a fiction of equality that is not reflected in the 

everyday experiences of minorities. These 

approaches are also criticised by Ahmed (2007), 

who points to the tendency of institutions to 

fail to recognise prejudice, which leads to its 

reproduction within supposedly neutral 

policies. 

The problematisation of the Roma is a process 

in which Roma communities are perceived as 

the source of social problems. According to van 

Baar (2011), this approach reinforces negative 

stereotypes, leading to the creation of a 

narrative in which the Roma are defined by 

their cultural otherness and their alleged 

‘difficulty in integrating’. Problematisation not 

only perpetuates existing prejudices but also 

justifies segregation policies and policies 

restricting access to resources (Sigona and 

Vermeersch, 2012). 

In the case of Roma forced migrants from 

Ukraine, both perspectives – ‘colour blindness’ 

and problematisation – intertwine and 

reinforce one another. Procedures for the 

reception of forced migrants, in practice 

exclude Roma because they do not consider 

their specific needs and barriers resulting from 

previous experiences of discrimination. At the 

same time, in local support centres (Collective 

Accommodation Centres in the Polish context), 

Roma are often treated as a ‘difficult’ group, 

which leads to the creation of separate 

accommodation spaces and social 

marginalisation. Spatial segregation of Roma 

forced migrants in collective accommodation 

centres in Poland means that Roma are often 

placed in less comfortable and more isolated 

locations. It also points to systemic difficulties 

in accessing housing, social and educational 

services, resulting from both a lack of 

documentation and entrenched stereotypes. 

Examples from fieldwork and reports from 

international organisations (e.g. IOM, 2024) 

show that Roma forced migrants also 

experience discrimination from other Ukrainian 

forced migrants and local communities. Roma 

forced migrants also suffer from discrimination 

and exclusion in the labour market and the lack 

of support from state institutions in the field of 

employment. These factors lead to long-term 

dependence on the social welfare system and 

social marginalisation, which paradoxically 

contradict the declarative goals of integration 

policy of migrants and refugees.  

My research indicates the need to implement 

anti-discrimination policies that not only 

declare neutrality but must take into account 

the needs of the most vulnerable populations, 

including the legacy of historical and structural 

exclusion of Roma communities. It points to the 

need to transform the institutional approach 

into one that is more sensitive to the cultural 

and social context, considering the specific 
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needs of Roma forced migrants. Only such an 

approach will overcome institutional barriers 

and contribute to building a more equitable 

system of refugee and forced migrant support 

in Poland. 
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“And life goes on and on and on and you see how quickly 

it passes”1.   Life in a Collective Accommodation Centre 

in Poland: Ukrainian Roma Families – Experiences of 

Displacement 

Monika Szewczyk, Elżbieta Mirga-Wójtowicz  

 

The experiences of Ukrainian Roma families 

living in collective accommodation centres 

(CACs) in Poland reveal the multifaceted and 

often difficult reality of displacement. Many 

accommodation centres that we visit during 

our research are located in touristic yet remote 

areas. Despite the picturesque surroundings 

and the appearance of temporary shelter, 

residents face constant uncertainty, spatial 

exclusion and social isolation. Yet, in the face of 

adversity, they continue to show resilience and 

hope for stabilisation and a sense of normalcy. 

Their stories emphasise the need not only to 

provide shelter, but also to promote social 

integration and design long-term solutions that 

restore dignity and empowerment. 

The right to stay in a Collective Accommodation 

Centre (CAC) results, among other things, from 

the Act of 12 March 2022 on assistance to 

Ukrainian citizens in connection with the armed 

  

 

1In original : “Życia bierze, bierze, nie, idzie, a bierze życie. I ty widzisz, jak ono bierze” 
2https://www.gov.pl/web/udsc-en/the-law-on-assistance-to-ukrainian-citizens-in-connection-with-the-armed-conflict-
on-the-territory-of-the-country-has-entered-into-force  

 

conflict in the territory of that country, 

including the amendments introduced as of 1 

July 20242. The extended regulations will be in 

force until 30 September 2025. CACs can be run 

directly by the province governor, by local 

authorities (e.g. the mayor of a city), NGOs 

(associations, foundations) or private 

entrepreneurs. Regardless of who manages a 

given CAC, the voivode always remains the 

supervisory body. Only the voivode can decide 

to deprive someone of the right to 

accommodation in a given CAC and to decide 

on the number of people accommodated. The 

operators of the accommodation centres are 

often local entrepreneurs, as is the case with 

the centres where we conduct our 

ethnographic research. All three facilities are 

located in picturesque tourist destinations in 

three provinces: Małopolskie, Lubelskie and 

Podlaskie. These three centres are holiday  

https://www.gov.pl/web/udsc-en/the-law-on-assistance-to-ukrainian-citizens-in-connection-with-the-armed-conflict-on-the-territory-of-the-country-has-entered-into-force
https://www.gov.pl/web/udsc-en/the-law-on-assistance-to-ukrainian-citizens-in-connection-with-the-armed-conflict-on-the-territory-of-the-country-has-entered-into-force
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Rural idyll or rural isolation? Collective accommodation centre. 

Photo: Monika Szewczyk. 

resorts or complexes that have been adapted to 

the needs of refugees.  

Our research within the framework of the 

ROCIT project is conducted with a focus on  

multi-sited ethnography and participant 

observation. We strive to get to know the 

residents of the centres and immerse ourselves 

in their daily activities, which allows us to 

participate in their lives and accompany them 

in various situations. We talk not only to the 

residents of the CAC but also to people in their 

environment – the local community, 

shopkeepers, representatives of schools and 

authorities. Our aim is to gather opinions and 

learn about the perspectives of all the actors 

involved. 

Ukrainian Roma families we meet there are 

usually large, with an average of seven people 

per family (e.g IOM 2024, Fiałkowska et al 

2024). One of our interviewees lives in a hostel 

 

3 The popular shopping portal. 

during autumn and winter, but moves to a 

detached summer house on the CAC’s premises 

when it gets warmer and the heating is no 

longer needed. The house size is about 30 m² 

and is shared by a family of six. It is still more 

spacious than a hostel ‘flat’, which consists of a 

room with a mini kitchen,  but without a 

refrigerator (the family bought a small camping 

cooler on Temu3), a second separate room and 

a bathroom. Five children attend school, and 

the only small table in the house serves as a 

desk for homework as well as a place to prepare 

and eat meals. 

In general, Ukrainian Roma families in CACs 

often live in small, overcrowded rooms. The 

residents fear eviction and forced return to 

Ukraine, which adds to the uncertainty of their 

stay in these facilities. These fears mainly stem 

from uncertainty about the information they 

hear from volunteers or from both Polish and 

Ukrainian media about the possible closure of 

government accommodation centres. They also 

know little about the regulations governing 

their status, even though some of our 

interviewees have been in accommodation 

centres for three years. After three years, some 

of them feel trapped in the permanent 

temporariness, which is encompassed by the 

experiences of one of our interlocutors. The 

anxiety and fear are deepening in the last 

months because they are closely following the 

peace negotiations and President Trump's 

speeches. Various messages are circulating on 
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the internet, there is a lot of disinformation, 

etc., and this also increases the fear.  

‘You see how life around you is passing you by. 

The years fly by, fly by, fly by, everything 

changes, and your life stands still. It's like 

someone took the remote control and pressed 

pause. You know what I mean. You sit there, 

going through the motions, not knowing what 

you're waiting for. Not knowing what will 

happen next.’ 

The residents live in a state of constant 

uncertainty – in limbo (e.g IOM 2024, PAN 

2023), unable to change their situation, not 

because they do not want to. They know from 

experience in Poland that it is impossible to 

rent a flat due to their Roma origin and the 

existing stereotypes (fraud, untidiness). In the 

places where they currently live, it can be 

difficult to find accommodation, especially in 

rural areas where there is often a shortage of 

rental properties. In addition, prejudice against 

Ukrainians and Roma means that these two 

factors reinforce each other, making it even 

more difficult to find accommodation. Without 

a guarantee from state institutions or non-

governmental organisations, few people will 

agree to rent (e.g. IOM 2024, Durjasz et al 

2023). As a result, Roma are forced to remain in 

the CAC, which limits their access to the labour 

market. In our conversations, many Ukrainian 

Roma emphasised that the only way out of this 

state of stagnation would be to get a flat and 

leave the CAC. For some, this would mean a 

return to ‘normal life’, as it was before the war 

- in harmony with the rhythm of nature and 

plans for the future. 

‘That's the worst part, because everyone needs 

to know what they're going to do tomorrow. I'll 

get up in the morning, go to the field, harvest 

potatoes, water the plants, and do something. 

In Ukraine, I always knew what I was going to 

do for the whole year.’ 

Collective accommodation centres are usually 

located in picturesque tourist destinations, 

often in the mountains or by lakes (Bloch and 

Szmyt 2024). Although it might seem like a 

permanent holiday, the location far from city 

centres and limited access to public transport 

result in spatial exclusion. Only when we come 

home from holiday, do we realise how much 

the home was missed.  The permanence of stay 

in these accommodation centres is contrary to 

the holiday feel.  And a return home is not the 

comfort that refugees have. Most residents pay 

part of their stay (fully or partially covering the 

costs), even if they do not work. As a result of 

the mentioned isolation, its residents have 

limited access to basic services such as 

education, healthcare and employment, which 

deepens social isolation and makes it difficult to 

learn Polish and integrate (e.g. IOM 2024, PAN 

2023). 

During numerous conversations with Ukrainian 

Roma living in CACs, they reported 

discrimination from their Ukrainian neighbours, 

who live in these centres alongside them. 

Despite these challenges, however, the 

majority expressed gratitude towards the 

Polish people and the Polish social support 

system. 
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The experiences of Ukrainian Roma families 

living in Collective Accommodation Centres 

(CACs) highlight the complex and often 

challenging reality of displacement. Despite the 

picturesque surroundings and the sense of 

temporary refuge, residents face ongoing 

uncertainty, spatial exclusion, and social 

isolation. These feelings are often compounded 

by tensions with their non-Roma co-citizens 

and local surroundings. Yet, amidst these 

difficulties, they continue to navigate daily life 

with resilience and hope, holding onto the 

aspiration of finding stability and a sense of 

normalcy. Their stories and experiences are a 

constant reminder about the importance of not 

only providing shelter but also fostering 

inclusion and creating long-term solutions that 

restore dignity and agency. 
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“Invisible in the System” – On the Experiences of Romani 

Children from Ukraine 
 Sonia Styrkacz 

 

International Romani Day is, for me, a 

moment of deep reflection – not only on our 

culture, history, and identity, but above all on 

what Romani children who fled the war in 

Ukraine and found themselves in Poland are 

going through today. For the past two years, 

I have accompanied them as a psychologist, 

researcher, and also as a member of the 

community – someone who knows from the 

inside the weight of invisibility and the 

experience of systemic exclusion. Through 

my work with the Foundation Towards 

Dialogue, as well as during participatory 

research conducted with Romani children 

(“We Are Nowhere,” Markowska-Manista et 

al., 2024), I have closely observed what it 

means to be a Romani refugee child in a 

Polish school. Many of these children are 

entering a classroom for the first time in their 

lives, without yet developed school habits. 

Often, they appear withdrawn, or on the 

contrary – impulsive. Teachers describe them 

as “disobedient” or “difficult,” but in their 

behaviour, I see the effects of trauma, 

experiences of forced migration, and a life 

lived in constant uncertainty. These are 

children who do not feel safe – and as we 

know, without a sense of safety, effective 

learning is not possible (Jakubowicz-Bryx, 

2018). These children carry not only the story  

 

of fleeing war. They also carry the legacy of 

intergenerational antigypsyism. Their  

families – who often live in collective 

accommodation centres for ever-extending 

periods of time – exist in a state of 

permanent temporariness. Under such 

conditions, it is nearly impossible to build any 

sense of belonging. Instead of being a space 

for growth, school becomes yet another site 

of exclusion. 

In my analysis, I draw on Jeffrey Young’s 

theory of cognitive schemas (2003), 

examining the psychological mechanisms 

visible in children’s everyday reactions. 

Schemas of defectiveness/shame, social 

isolation, and mistrust/abuse are not 

abstract concepts — they are real emotional 

templates that shape their behaviour. These 

psychological schemas are not merely 

individual responses; they are reactions to 

systemic symbolic and institutional violence 

that these children may have been subjected 

to since early childhood.   

School — although it has the potential to be 

a place of transformation and empowerment 

— often becomes a space that reinforces 

patterns of exclusion. Teachers’ lack of 

response to violence, institutional coldness, 

language barriers, and parents’ fear of the  
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“Enroll your children to school” information campaign of Towards 
Dialogue Foundation aimed at Ukrainian Roma in Poland, and of 
UNHCR, detailing how to enroll children to secondary school. Photo: 
Kamila Fiałkowska. 

education system together create a complex 

reality in which the child has no real 

opportunity for inclusion. From the very 

beginning, the child is often cast into the role 

of an outsider, and their identity forms on a 

foundation of deficiency and fear.  

For a child with experiences of forced 

migration — who may be relocating for the 

second, third, or even fifth time — 

relationships are not a luxury. They are a 

foundation. In a world where everything is in 

flux — country, language, home, friends — a 

relationship built on trust may be the only 

constant. Without it, the child does not reach 

out for help. They do not speak about what 

they feel. They do not ask. They do not 

believe that anyone could be safe for them. 

In both my research and therapeutic work, I 

see how many Romani children living in 

collective accommodation centers remain in 

a state of constant tension. Lack of privacy, 

noise, the inability to study in peace, 

inadequate hygiene conditions — these are 

not minor inconveniences. They are a daily 

reality that erodes a sense of safety. And 

without safety, there can be no trust. And 

without trust, there can be no education. 

Teachers often see only the surface: a child’s 

passivity, lack of integration, impulsivity, or 

so-called "difficult" behaviour. But these 

behaviours are symptoms, not "problems." 

To me, they are social indicators — messages 

signalling that something is happening 

beneath the surface. I do not judge a child 

based on what I see. I try to understand why 

they are behaving this way. That is my core 

recommendation to teachers, educators, and 

psychologists: go deeper. Look for the 

source. Be curious, not judgmental. A school 

cannot be blind to the context of a child’s life. 

Cultural understanding is not about 

tolerance — it’s about knowledge. Romani 

children from Ukraine are Ukrainian citizens, 

but their identities are complex. They are 

bicultural. Many live in multigenerational 

families where social norms, gender roles, or 

ways of coping with trauma differ from those 

familiar to the majority. Their educational 

experiences before the war were often 

fragmented — or entirely absent. Their 

encounters with the system have frequently 

involved discrimination. 

If schools fail to recognize this, they may 

unconsciously reproduce patterns of 

exclusion. Instead of offering support, they 

may judge. Instead of empowering, they may 
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label. A child who comes to class in dirty 

clothes, without a notebook, who does not 

do their homework — is not necessarily 

“neglectful.” They may simply lack the 

conditions. Perhaps they share a room with 

eight other people. Perhaps there is no light. 

Perhaps no one has ever told them that these 

things matter. 

Psychological support cannot be optional. It 

is a basic necessity. A child must have access 

to someone who can help them name what 

they are experiencing — fear, shame, 

loneliness, grief. They must have the right to 

be understood in their own emotional 

language — which is often different from the 

one the school expects. 

As a psychologist, I know that unprocessed 

trauma does not disappear. It mutates — 

into impulsivity, aggression, withdrawal, 

somatic symptoms. And that is precisely why 

my recommendation to schools, teachers, 

and professionals is clear: school must be the 

second safest place after home. And 

sometimes — the first, if the home cannot 

offer support. That requires greater effort. It 

demands flexibility. And yes — burnout may 

be just around the corner. But if we create a 

space where a child can feel safe, they may, 

for the first time in their life, experience what 

it means to matter. And that can be the 

beginning of change. 

Many teachers — often with good intentions 

— view children through the lens of what 

they see in the classroom: behaviors, 

reactions, presence, performance. But what 

is a natural stage of development for one 

child may be entirely out of reach for another 

— especially a child living in a reception 

center, after experiencing war and forced 

migration. I have often met children who, 

outside of school, take on adult roles — 

caring for younger siblings, helping at home, 

translating official documents for their 

parents, sometimes making decisions far 

beyond their emotional age. 

Their development unfolds under conditions 

of constant tension and responsibility — they 

do not have the comfort of simply being 

children. This fundamentally alters their 

relationship with education. For a teacher, 

this means the need for deep attentiveness: 

I cannot expect the same from every child, 

because each one brings a different story, 

different experiences, a different burden. In 

this sense, school should be a space of 

inclusion — not in a formal or administrative 

sense, but in an existential one. 

In the spirit of Paulo Freire (1970), education 

can be either a tool of oppression or of 

liberation — it all depends on whether it is 

grounded in dialogue, mutual respect, and 

recognition of the student’s subjectivity. 

Inclusion, in this understanding, is not merely 

about physical presence in the classroom, 

but about active participation in the learning 

process — with one’s own voice, history, and 

lived experience. The goal is not to make the 

Romani child adapt to the system. The goal is 

for the system to ask itself: How can I become 

a space that does not exclude? 
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Unity in diversity? Ukrainian Roma among the Internally 

Displaced Persons in Western Ukraine 

Ignacy Jóźwiak 

 

In this short intervention, I provide a brief 

insight into the situation of the Roma 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in the 

Zakarpattia region of Ukraine. It is based on 

ethnographic fieldwork in the cities of 

Uzhhorod and Mukachevo and the village of 

Seredne between June 2024 and March 2025.  

Each of the topics covered below deserves a 

separate, in-depth study, which will hopefully 

materialise as an outcome of the ROCIT 

research project.  In a nutshell, the knowledge 

about the Roma resettled as a result of 

Russian aggression on Ukraine sheds light on 

cultural and linguistic diversity among the 

Roma communities in this country and 

solidarities and struggles across multiple 

divides of people, all of whom are Ukrainian 

citizens. It also refines our understanding of 

regional and cultural diversity, which 

characterises Ukraine as a whole. These 

diversities are especially meaningful in the 

context of war, resistance and mass 

population movements. They are also likely to 

resurface during the post-war reconstruction 

processes.  

Zakarpattia (in English, also referred to as 

Transcarpathia) is the administrative and 

historical region in Western Ukraine with its  

 

 

administrative centre in the city of Uzhhorod. 

It borders Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and 

Romania. The region is also where nearly half 

of the Ukrainian Roma population used to live 

before the 2022 full-scale war. Roma 

communities in the region are diverse in 

terms of languages, confessions and 

traditions. Most of these communities live in 

Roma-dominated neighbourhoods and 

settlements. As the Western-most and 

considered the safest region of Ukraine, 

Zakarpattia has attracted dozens of thousands 

of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) from 

the occupied and frontline regions in 

Ukraine’s South and East. The number of 

Roma among the IDPs is difficult to estimate 

for two main reasons: (1) no one collects the 

data about the ethnic backgrounds of 

resettled Ukrainian citizens, (2) not all 

newcomers register themselves (this is the 

general case with the IDPs in Ukraine, 

regardless of their ethnicity). What we 

definitely know, though, is that since February 

2022, thousands of Roma have stayed in 

Zakarpattia, either on their way abroad or 

before deciding to return to their places of 

origin in other regions of the country. 

Hundreds of them lived there as of spring 

2025.   
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When 'East' and 'West' meet in Zakarpattia: Rada Kalandiia (a Roma 

activist from the Donetsk region of Ukraine, an administrator of a 

shelter for Roma IDPs), her husband Eduard Kalandiia (a former miner 

in the Donetsk region, originally from Abkazia), Duciu Adam (a pastor 

and military chaplain from Seredne in Zakarpattia). Photo: Ignacy 

Jóźwiak. 

During our research, we have engaged with 

two kinds of actors who provide assistance to 

the Roma IDPs in Zakarpattia: humanitarian 

and advocacy-oriented NGOs and the 

protestant churches, which are popular 

among the Roma in Ukraine in general, and in 

the Zakarpattia region in particular. Some of 

the NGOs appeared in the region only during 

the full-scale war, and in some cases, their 

associates are also IDPs and aid recipients at 

the same time. The NGOs run collective 

accommodation centres for the Roma IDPs in 

Uzhhorod and Mukachevo, and provide legal 

and pragmatic assistance with issuing missing 

documents, registration, etc. One of the 

notable examples is the centre in Mukachevo, 

which hosts Roma families and individuals 

from the Donetsk, Luhansk and Zaporizhhia 

regions. It is run by the Kyiv-based “Chiricli” 

NGO and administered by Rada Kalandiia – a 

Roma activist and an IDP from the Donetsk 

region.  The churches are run by the local 

Roma pastors who use the Romani language 

for ritual purposes. They are also networked 

with protestant churches, Roma and non-

Roma ones, in other regions of Ukraine and 

abroad. The ones we got in touch with have 

actively supported the Roma IDPs in 

Uzhhorod and the village of Seredne. In 

Uzhhorod, their activity is centred in the 

Roma majority neighbourhood, which is also 

where the people from Kharkiv, Donetsk, 

Luhansk, Odesa and Mykolaiv regions have 

been accommodated. Similarly to Uzhhorod, 

the churches in Seredne are also active in the 

Roma settlement outside the village. In both 

locations, they provide accommodation in 

their facilities or in the houses left empty by 

their congregants, who have gone abroad 

themselves. They also assist with various 

emergencies.  

It is hard to speak of two Romani “groups” or 

“communities” – the locals and the IDPs, as 

diversity of languages, dialects and traditions 

among the Ukrainian Roma characterizes the 

Roma communities in Zakarpattia and in the 

newcomers’ regions of origin. Just to mention 

some examples, in Uzhhorod and Seredne, 

the local Roma communities speak the 

Carpathian dialect of the Roma language, 

whereas the Roma in Mukachevo speak 

Hungarian. Among the IDPs in Zakarpattia, we 

also find people originating from different 

Roma groups who speak different dialects of 

the Romani language and have their distinct 

histories and traditions. The differences 
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between the dialects of the Romani language 

(or lack of knowledge thereof, especially 

among Hungarian-speaking Roma) often 

make them choose Ukrainian or Russian as a 

common language of communication. This is 

especially the case with detailed and in-depth 

discussions, which are likely to reveal the 

communication barriers. These kinds of ‘inter-

regional’ and ‘inter-group’ contacts had not 

been new to the Roma activists4, who prior to 

the full-scale war participated in all-Ukrainian 

conferences and other transnational 

initiatives. For many others, however, 

wartime displacement was the first occasion 

to meet Roma of different regional 

backgrounds. Important differences between 

Zakarpattia and Ukraine’s South and East can 

also be observed in terms of living conditions 

and minority-majority relations. According to 

many of our interlocutors, Roma settlements, 

common in Zakarpattia, have been quite rare 

in Kharkiv, Zaporizhia and Donetsk regions, 

and most of the IDPs we have talked to did not 

have any experience of living in Roma-

majority neighbourhoods or villages5 and 

were used to having non-Roma neighbours 

and friends.  

To some extent, these differences can be 

explained by socio-economic features of the 

industrial (or post-industrial) East and South 

and far less industrialized (or not 

 

4 For the sake of simplicity of this short intervention, I rely on a rather commonsensual definition of activism and apply it 
to the people who are professionally or voluntarily involved in advocacy, counselling and humanitarian efforts, including 
the clergymen.      
5 The suburban settlements in Mariupol appear as an exception in this respect. 
6 These stereotypes refer mostly to Lviv and Ivano Frankivsk regions, but they often extend to Zakarpattia.  

industrialized at all) towns and villages in the 

Carpathian Mountains. One way or another, 

the relatively safe and peaceful region of 

Zakarpattia provides spaces for encounters 

between the Roma originating from different 

regions of Ukraine and belonging to different 

groups. It also provides spaces for action, 

advocacy and community building at the time 

of war and the crises it triggers.  The road to 

achieving this community is not paved with 

roses. Apart from the hardships of living in a 

war-torn country and struggling against 

various anti-Roma stereotypes and prejudices 

from the majority population, there are also 

some stereotypes, misunderstandings and 

hierarchies between and within different 

Roma groups. Looking beyond the ethnic (and 

minority) lenses, we also see a lot of 

stereotypes and misunderstandings between 

presumably “sovietized” East of Ukraine and 

presumably “nationalist” West6.  Within these 

misconceptions, Zakarpattia is often 

perceived as “backward” (due to its rural and 

mountain character) or “not Ukrainian 

enough” (due to its ethnic composition and 

regional characteristics). These 

misunderstandings also play their role in 

shaping the Roma-Roma relations.     

Suggested citation: Jóźwiak, I. (2025) Unity in diversity? Ukrainian Roma 
among the Internally Displaced Persons in Western Ukraine, CMR Spotlight 
3 (69). 
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“We Do Not Leave Our Own Behind”: Transnational 

Families and Resilience During the War in Ukraine  

Kamila Fiałkowska  

 

The white cat we saw in the collective 

accommodation centre in Mukachevo. The 

centre was meant to be a temporary home 

for several Roma families from eastern 

Ukraine, including those from occupied 

territories and frontline areas. This particular 

cat had travelled with its family to the safest 

region of Ukraine, having survived bombings 

in the cellars of apartment blocks in Donetsk 

Oblast – a city now wiped from the earth and 

under occupation. The sight of the cat 

immediately recalled countless images of 

displaced Ukrainians carrying their pets to 

safety.  

“We do not leave our own behind,” said 

Rada, looking at the cat. 

Like the rest of the family, the cat was trying 

to adapt to the everydayness of 

displacement – a challenge beyond 

comprehension for those who have never 

experienced it first-hand. For many like us – 

arriving in Ukraine from Poland, such 

experiences are known only through the 

stories of grandparents or great-

grandparents, from a rather distant past. As 

researchers, we visit and engage with 

displaced Ukrainian Roma families, but we do 

not claim to fully grasp their realities. 

 

Rada Kalandiia is our collaborator in the field, 

a woman whose strength and resilience we 

deeply admire. She arrived in Transcarpathia 

and stayed, unwilling to leave Ukraine 

because it is her country and her home, she 

claims. Her husband could not leave the 

country either. Moving to Transcarpathia 

was only sensible. Yet, everything here is 

new. Local Roma often speak Hungarian, and 

even the Ukrainian spoken on the streets 

differs from that of other regions. Social 

relations and customs vary, and for those 

arriving from the East, these differences 

evoke amusement, frustration, and intrigue. 

These encounters serve as a reminder to 

Ukrainians themselves of their country’s 

remarkable diversity. 

For many displaced families, Ukrainian Roma 

and non-Roma alike, Transcarpathia 

becomes a home – not necessarily by choice, 

but by necessity. Some remain there because 

they have nowhere else to go; their houses 

may be in ruins, on the frontline, or beyond 

it. Others may have nobody of their families 

left in the places of their origin, and some 

have lost touch with family members who 

have moved westward in search of safety. 

Among them is V., a young woman we met in 

Transcarpathia. She had fled to Germany in 

the first year of Russia’s full-scale invasion  
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Children doing their homework in the Roma IDPs shelter in 

Mukachevo. Photo: Ignacy Jóźwiak. 

from Luhansk oblast, bringing her children 

with her. The youngest was born in Germany. 

Two seemingly unrelated factors have 

profoundly shaped her transnational refugee 

experience. Since February 24, 2022, 

Ukraine’s border with Poland has been 

widely open, allowing people to enter the 

European Union without the usually required 

documentation. This was seen as a necessity 

during the first weeks of the full-scale 

invasion. Some crossed with or without 

passports or ID cards, with or without official 

identification for their children, or even with 

old Soviet-era documents. But within weeks, 

border controls tightened, restoring 

standard document checks. By then, 

thousands of displaced individuals found 

themselves outside Ukraine with unclear 

legal statuses. 

The consequences soon followed. Social 

services in host countries, particularly in 

Germany, as we continue to hear during our 

ethnographic work, required proof that 

children belonged to the women who 

claimed them. Even the mere act of 

questioning this sent waves of fear through 

displaced mothers like V. She did not have 

birth certificates for all of her children, nor 

were they all listed in her passport. Rumours 

spread through social networks about 

children being taken from parents who 

lacked proper documentation, and our 

interlocutors, who either were in Germany or 

have their family members there, can point 

to concrete situations of these happenings. 

The unfamiliarity of the reception system 

compounded the distress. Often, the only 

person displaced Ukrainians, like V., could 

communicate with was a translator – who 

might not always be available or, in some 

cases, might have biases against Roma. 

For some, like V., these uncertainties became 

unbearable. Faced with the fear of losing her 

children to an uncomprehending 

bureaucracy, she made the decision that to 

an outsider may seem irresponsible, 

unfounded and illogical – to return to 

Ukraine, despite the uncertainty that 

awaited her. 

“We do not leave our own behind,” she said, 

echoing the words of Rada. 

For displaced families navigating war, 

borders, and bureaucracies, this simple 

phrase carries the weight of both survival 

and sacrifice, despite the differences in their 

social position, age and experience of refuge. 

The resilience of families like Rada's and V.'s 
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reveals the deeply human dimensions of 

displacement – where decisions are shaped 

not only by ongoing war but by the complex 

interplay of legal frameworks, cultural 

identities, and everyday struggles and 

survival. Their journeys highlight the gaps in 

humanitarian responses, where policies 

often fail to accommodate the realities of 

those caught between multiple worlds and 

their conflicting demands, with cultural 

differences and nuances towards which the 

institutions are slow or unwilling to respond.  

These realities are particularly relevant 

against the background of the accumulated 

experience of systematic and institutional 

anti-Roma racism, where interactions with 

social services are marked by distrust, fear 

and exclusion. In the context of 

displacement, these vulnerabilities are 

especially compounded. The bureaucratic 

hurdles faced by Ukrainian Roma forced 

migrants are not only a by-product of 

displacement but, first and foremost, are a 

reflection of their broader experiences with 

the state and its institutions (be it Ukraine or 

elsewhere). For starters, the fact that many 

Ukrainian Roma do not possess the 

necessary personal documents speaks for 

itself (see, e.g. ODIHR 2018). These 

experiences also encompass the scrutiny and 

suspicion they faced when seeking support 

on their refugee journey or accessing aid (see 

e.g. Mirga-Wójtowicz, Kołaczek, Talewicz, 

2022). In this context, the commitment to 

“not leaving our own behind” also becomes 

an act of resistance, a way of reclaiming 

agency in a system that has failed them too 

often.   
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