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RE: COVID-19- Support for Roma Community  (April 8th 2020)
Context

There are approximately 5,000 Roma living in Ireland, with Roma families identified in every county in Ireland.
 The largest communities of Roma are estimated to be in Dublin, Louth, Kildare, Wexford, Cork, Kerry, Clare and Donegal. While the majority of Roma in Ireland are from Romania (approx. 80%), mapping from the Roma Needs Assessment also identified Roma from Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland. 

The Roma community, similar to Irish Travellers, have been recognised as one of the most marginalised and disadvantaged groups in Ireland, experiencing structural and systematic discrimination, active prejudice and racism. Roma in Ireland continue to experience poorer health outcomes, including higher rates of chronic health diseases, extreme poverty, poor housing and unemployment; and the lack of access to mainstream health services. This is further compounded by language barriers and lack of engagement with statutory agencies which is linked to experiences of discrimination, lack of trust in the State and fear of the State.
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted a number of significant challenges for Roma, especially those who are most vulnerable. In particular, Roma families who are living in severely overcrowded and unsafe accommodation as they are unable to adhere to public health measures and/or safely self-isolate, placing them at a higher-risk of contracting the virus and requiring acute services. Additionally, a number of Roma are unable access social welfare payments due to the Habitual Residence Condition, these families who would normally rely on begging as a source of income are placed in an extremely vulnerable situation as they are unable access basic necessities such food, water, nappies, etc. 

Additional current Challenges for the Roma Community During COVID-19 Pandemic, include:

· Roma being refused treatment by some GPs 
· 1 in 3 Roma  do not have a GP and 50% do not have a medical card. Where they do, they do not speak enough English to communicate on the phone to the GP (61% of Roma in Ireland speak Romani, followed by Romanian at 14.3%, Czech at 10.4%, English at 9.7% and Slovakian at 4.5%). 
· GPs not having access to interpreters when dealing with Roma
· Lack of awareness among Health professionals of the vulnerabilities of Roma during COVID-19
· Most Roma people live in overcrowded and unsafe accommodation and cannot self-isolate when they have symptoms or if they are diagnosed.

· Many Roma people do not have a car and so cannot drive themselves to a testing centre or aren’t literate enough in English/familiar with the environment to walk to one.
The crisis is already having a disproportionate impact on Roma throughout Europe,
 and in Ireland we note the alarming number of Roma rapidly becoming infected with the virus, with many in critical condition. In the absence of an ethnic identifier on health systems it is impossible to ascertain the true impact of COVID-19 on the Roma population throughout the State. However, Pavee Point have monitored the suspected and confirmed cases within the community nationally by working in partnership with SafetyNet and other NGOs working with Roma. To date we have at least 39 confirmed cases of Roma with COVID-19 and 2 deaths just from within the greater Dublin region where we are monitoring the situation closely. We note the 5.1% mortality rate for Roma with the virus, this is higher than the 3.8% national mortality rate.  
	National Roma Needs Assessment:
 Facts and Figures

Health

· Over 1 in 3 (38.9%) of  Roma do not have a GP

· Half of Roma do not have a medical card

· Almost 1 in 4 (22.5%) Roma reported having diabetes

Poverty

· 1 in 4 Roma children (25%) have gone to school hungry 

· Almost half (49.5%) of Roma reported not always having enough food 
· Facilities: No kitchen (12.4%); No cooker (9.6%); No fridge (13.5%); Cannot keep the house warm (66.3%)
Employment

· 83% of Roma are unemployed 

· Almost 1 in 5 Roma reported begging as a source of income (17.6%) and no income (14%)

Accommodation

· 6.6% of Roma report to be currently homeless and almost half (45.7%) have been homeless at some stage
· 1 in 5 Roma (24%) of Roma lived in households of 8 or more people

· Almost half (44.8%) of Roma did not have enough beds in their accommodation

· Roma households with 10+ people (7.3%)


It is clear that an urgent humanitarian response to the Roma community is required given the major public health consequences and in order to ensure that we mitigate as far as possible any further preventable deaths during this crisis.
Recommendations:
1. Outreach Mobile Testing:

Safety Net should be resourced to undertake outreach mobile clinic testing for the Roma community. Safe and accessible locations should be identified where Roma could attend for testing and interpretation and transport should be available. Test results should be fast tracked.
2. Contact Tracing:

Given the prevalence of COVID-19 among Roma it is important that contact tracing be prioritised and that Roma workers are funded to undertake this work (as they have the language and the trust of the Roma) where there are no existing workers to undertake this work. In the meantime Roma should be encouraged to record on their phones who they have had contact  with on a daily basis to facilitate the contact tracing.

3. Isolation Facilities:

Given their overcrowded living conditions, and the prevalence of the virus among Roma, they present a danger to the public health of their families, community and broader society. Facilities must be provided that allows them to self-isolate where necessary. While we welcome the efforts of the HSE in trying to identify isolation facilities it should be the responsibility of the DHRE and local authorities throughout the country to make provision for this cohort of vulnerable Roma people, inclusive of those not officially registered as homeless on PASS. There appears to be an unwillingness to address this urgent need by DHRE and local authorities. While the HSE has made efforts to deal with this through provision of designated hotels/apartments etc. it appears to get blocked. A political decision needs to be made to ensure that the human rights of Roma are protected during COVID-19 and that the public sector duty of statutory bodies is implemented as otherwise the State will be open to legal action in the future. This week the Council of Europe Commissioner on Human Rights
 called on to governments to ensure equal protection for Travellers and Roma during this crisis; urging governments to “implement crisis plans and targeted measures to ensure that Travellers and Roma are protected during the crisis.”
4. Health Service Roma Awareness Campaign:

An issue emerging is the lack of awareness among a range of health service staff of the vulnerabilities of Roma. Additionally there are reports of discriminatory/racist attitudes among some towards Roma too, this is similar to concerning reports from Roma throughout Europe
. A campaign is needed to ensure health service staff are aware of the higher risk of COVID-19 among Roma (50% among Roma as against 20% in the general population); of the likelihood that they will be sicker as a result of COVID-19 given their underlying health status; of their difficulties in accessing health services. 
5. Access to Translation Facilities in Health Care Settings:
There is no translation or interpretation services available on GP helplines or in HSE settings. This has resulted in some Roma being refused services as they cannot communicate; whilst others have received a partial or inadequate service. Opportunities for health service staff to communicate the risks to wider Roma family members are missed. This week 2 Roma had to be rushed by ambulance to hospital they were so sick when they were finally attended by a doctor. 
6. Access to Food/Supplies:

Roma who are confirmed COVID-19 positive and living in houses must have access to basic necessities such as food and therefore food should delivered to them to avoid them to travel out to shops etc. and/or using public transport and putting others at risk from infection. Capuchin Centre can provide food but it needs to be delivered to these homes. The Garda or army should be called upon to transport food to Roma homes who are self-isolating.
Pavee Point acknowledges and welcomes the efforts made by the State to date in addressing some of the issues we previously raised-including facilitating access to GP care for those Roma without a PPSN; Roma being named as a vulnerable group for testing; funding provided for GP care for Roma through Safety Net; the provision of a national dedicated Roma helpline with a Roma worker funded to answer queries; arrangements by DEASP to ensure Roma at risk of destitution can access Urgent Needs Payments during COVID-19 . 

It is now imperative that urgent action is taken to address the issues raised above as failure to do so will likely result in more Roma deaths as well as posing a public health risk to the general population. 
� https://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/RNA-PDF.pdf


� � HYPERLINK "https://www.osce.org/odihr/449668" �https://www.osce.org/odihr/449668�; � HYPERLINK "https://fra.europa.eu/en/news/2020/persistent-roma-inequality-increases-covid-19-risk-human-rights-heads-say" ��https://fra.europa.eu/en/news/2020/persistent-roma-inequality-increases-covid-19-risk-human-rights-heads-say�


� https://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/RNA-PDF.pdf 


� https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/governments-must-ensure-equal-protection-and-care-for-roma-and-travellers-during-the-covid-19-crisis


� See FRA here� HYPERLINK "https://fra.europa.eu/en/news/2020/persistent-roma-inequality-increases-covid-19-risk-human-rights-heads-say" �https://fra.europa.eu/en/news/2020/persistent-roma-inequality-increases-covid-19-risk-human-rights-heads-say�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.errc.org/news/9-month-pregnant-romani-woman-dies-after-waiting-six-hours-for-covid-19-test-results-to-get-emergency-care" �http://www.errc.org/news/9-month-pregnant-romani-woman-dies-after-waiting-six-hours-for-covid-19-test-results-to-get-emergency-care� 
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