All talk of integration is futile as long as Romani children across Central and Eastern Europe are denied equal access to quality education. Integration will remain an elusive goal as long as Romani children continue to be classified as mentally handicapped and sent to special schools; as long as Romani children continue to be dispatched to so-called gypsy schools situated in Roma ghettos; or placed in separate gypsy classes or annexes within school buildings. 
De facto segregation is more than an abuse of human rights.  It amounts to a willful and malicious squandering of Roma communities’ most precious assets - the intellectual capacities of future generations. Substandard segregated education leaves young people unable to progress beyond elementary levels of schooling, unable to compete in the labor market. Further it isolates Romani children from wider society from an early age. Segregation perpetuates and exacerbates existing divisions and inequalities in society.

Perhaps the most pernicious form of segregation is the disproportionate and inappropriate enrollment of Romani children in special education. The case of D.H. and Others vs. the Czech Republic dramatically highlighted the persistence of such discriminatory practices. The court ruled that segregating Roma students into special schools is a form of unlawful discrimination. Evidence and research conducted by the Roma Education Fund confirms that routing Romani children into special schools persists in Hungary, Slovakia, Serbia, Bulgaria and Montenegro. The most recent study conducted by REF provides the first comprehensive picture of the overrepresentation of Roma in special education in Slovakia. The report confirms that approximately 60 per cent of children in special schools are Roma and the report asserts that it is clear that the vast majority of these children do not belong in special education. Research across countries points to a clear trend: children are quite simply misdiagnosed. Very many children are unprepared for testing compared to their non-Roma peers, very many children are not fluent in the language of instruction. If psychological testing defines these disadvantages as symptoms of mental disability, then clearly the deficiency lies not with the child but with the system.
One particular issue of concern, perhaps concern is too weak a word, one thing that should worry all of us, is that despite the fact that we are five years into the Decade of Roma Inclusion and despite the many governmental and non-governmental initiatives have been undertaken is that placement in special schools continues to rise. A clear sign of regress is that more Romani children today are in special schools than compared with their parents’ generation.  And once a child is wrongly placed in special education every day is a day lost, every day becomes a day of lost opportunity. The more time spent in such institutions the more difficult it becomes to reintegrate children into mainstream education. And every school year another tranche of mis-diagnosed children is enrolled into a system that destroys rather than creates opportunities. A system bolstered by perverse funding incentives, a system that amplifies rather than compensates for social disadvantage, a system that continues to segregate rather than integrate will foster another lost generation.
Our societies simply cannot afford another lost generation. The price of exclusion is simply too high.  The recent study on the costs of non-inclusion sponsored by Open Society Foundation Bratislava confirms that by 2030 Roma will constitute as much as 16% of Slovakia’s population in school or of productive age. The regional aspect is of particular importance as in some villages or districts Roma children outnumber non-Roma and the development of the local labour markets and economies will depend solely on the activity of Roma. The study estimates that a politics of inclusion, and policies to promote inclusion of Roma would yield huge savings in social allowances, significantly increase the size of the employed labour force, and could produce a 7-11% increase in GDP. The importance of the educational system gearing up to meet these challenges cannot be overstated. In addition to the economic imperative, our schools have a key role in fostering social cohesion and a common sense of belonging among citizens. Enlightened and integrated education prepares children for life in a multicultural society. It sensitizes children to the reality of difference, cultivates tolerance, openness, curiosity and mutual respect. By contrast, segregated education - in addition to denying Roma children equal opportunities and reproducing disadvantage - fosters ignorance and reproduces prejudices among majority children. 

I very much welcome the joint initiative of the Ministry of Education, and the Office of the Government of Slovakia together with the Roma Education Fund in hosting this seminar to promote creativity and innovation. One of the priorities of the Slovak presidency of the Decade is to revisit and revise the National Action Plans in light of lessons we have all learned since these plans were devised in 2005. UNICEF as a Decade Partner drew our attention to challenges we face to promote the rights and well-being of Romani children. They judged that Decade National Action Plans (NAPs) were found wanting on a number of issues. One example is the issue of upgrading settlements, none of the NAPs account for the needs of children, such as outdoor safety, spaces to play, access to transport, recreational and sports facilities. No role is foreseen for children and young people’s participation in helping to improve their own environment.  According to UNICEF report the NAPs do not reflect a holistic, multi-dimensional understanding of children’s lives and well-being. We need this kind of understanding to define what policies are needed to create conditions in families, communities, school and healthcare that enable Romani children to develop to their full potential Addressing the well-being of Romani children in a broader perspective requires comprehensive and coordinated strategies.

In the education system this would, for example, mean not only to focus on enrolment and attendance rates but on the conditions for learning within schools: the quality of teaching, bullying and violence among students, child participation and parent involvement. It also requires an approach to education that prioritizes early childhood interventions. Research shows that participation in well-designed early childhood programs significantly enhances children’s physical well-being, cognitive skills and social and emotional development; that it lays the basis for better learning achievement, school completion and lifelong learning; and crucially it enhances the process of transition into mainstream primary education. Early childhood programmes need to be integral to multi-dimensional policy responses to break the intergenerational transmission of poverty and exclusion. Early childhood programs targeting multiply disadvantaged and vulnerable children need to be comprehensive, based on detailed research of local needs; sound child-centered pedagaogy, to include health screening and nutritional inputs, be integrated with other community services and stimulate parental involvement.
When we speak of creativity and innovation and explore feasible and sound ways to move forward to promote inclusion in our shared future, it becomes ever more starkly obvious that the wrongful and disproportionate diagnosis of Romani children, and their placement in special schools should be consigned to the past.  Indeed the entire system of special schooling needs to be dismantled and reforms introduced to integrate children with minor learning disabilities with their peers into mainstream education. There needs to be a sense of heightened urgency in our joint endeavours. Much has been done since the launch of the Decade of Roma Inclusion, but in terms of equal access to quality education it is plainly not enough. Processes of social inclusion and a sense of common belonging need to be accelerated so that we do not lose another generation of Romani girls and boys to vicious cycles of deprivation and exclusion.
The transition to democracy in Central and Eastern Europe failed the Roma. The advent of democracy did not herald a new dawn of liberties and opportunities, but increased segregation, racial violence and poverty for Roma. We need to ensure that an enlarged and enlarging European Union does not fail Europe’s most vulnerable citizens in a similar fashion. If European values are to mean anything, member states and accession states alike must not fail the youngest of its most vulnerable citizens.  The Decade of Roma Inclusion is unique in bringing together such a wide array of partners with shared objectives and common goals and a shared commitment to make a difference. Once again I would like to thank our hosts and wish you every success in your endeavours over the next two days.
1. The way out

· Abolishing the testing systems and integrating Roma into the mainstream school system

· In the case of poor Roma transform the existing structure of perverse economic incentives from exclusion incentives to integration incentives making.

· Restructure the existing systems of psycho pedagogy by re qualifying the excess of psycho pedagogues in support teachers 

· Last but not least put the ministry of education in the forefront of a possible and desired social change to conduce to a positive Roma identity through quality education enabling the next generations of Roma to fulfill their potential.
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