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On the situation of Roma women in Russia and some other ex-Soviet countries who are victims of multiple forms of discrimination


Young women of Roma origin (as well as women from some other traditional societies) are frequently the victims of two types of discrimination: the traditional view of women in a number of communities as less valuable members of society and the biased attitude of government representatives. Below there are examples documented in Russia, but the same problem can be found in Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, where the same groups of Roma live (often they have relationships with the Roma communities living in the other respective countries, or migrate within the region).
1. Roma women, especially young women, have a low status in the hierarchy of traditional societies: they are subordinate to men and older women and are frequently subjected to humiliation and violence from men. In some communities, they are forced to steal, leading to their frequent arrest. It is virtually impossible for them to find protection outside of their community due to the xenophobic attitude towards Roma displayed by representatives of the police and state authorities, the low literacy of women, and the absence of social service organizations where these women — who speak Russian poorly and generally lack documents or Russian citizenship — could apply for help (there are very few shelters and crisis centers in Russia, and they only accept Russian citizens who have identification; also, it is generally not possible to be with children in these shelters and crisis centers). 
An example of a typical ordeal that a victim of sexual violence from a Roma community has to deal with is the case of Anna L., which was documented by ADC Memorial in 2013. 
The Russian Red Cross, which has its own shelter for victims of violence, refused to admit Anna L., specifically because she looked like a homeless Roma women. Later she was able to spend one night in a shelter run by the Order of Malta, but then she was forced to return to the place where she faced the direct threat of violence — her settlement on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg.

2. Young Roma women cannot expect to find fairness in court and become the victims of the more authoritative members of their communities, who shift all the blame for the crimes they have committed onto women, and of the prejudice of the judges, who have a hostile attitude towards Roam and their way of life. 

A typical example is the case of Zhanna Lakatosh (b. 1985), who belongs to a community of so-called Magyar Roma (a Hungarian-speaking group of Roma that migrated to Russia from Ukraine’s Transcarpathian Region). A small community of Magyar Roma has been living on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg since at least the early 2000s. Some of these Roma have Ukrainian passports and birth certificates and some have lost their documents entirely. The vast majority of Magyar Roma is illiterate. They live in huts made from whatever materials are at hand, and in the winter these huts are heated with handmade stoves. They earn a living by collecting scrap metal, committing petty theft, and begging. The position of girls and women in this community is extremely vulnerable: they must obey the men and older women, they frequently experience violence at the hands of the men, and they are forced to steal, which leads to the frequent arrest of girls. 

In January 2013, Zhanna was arrested on charges of murdering Maksim Sabov, the 18-month-old child of her friend Yulia Sabova, who left her son in the care of Zhanna when she herself was arrested for theft in December. In April 2014, Zhanna Lakatosh was found guilty and sentenced to 10 ½ years in a general regime penal colony by the Nevsky District Court of Saint Petersburg. 

Circumstances in Zhanna Lakatosh’s case pointed to her innocence and to the real killer—Alexander Dyerd, Zhanna’s partner, who was a suspect at the beginning of the investigation (for example, an impression was taken of his shoes, since a boot print was found on the boy’s clothes). Twelve-year-old Andrey, who witnessed the beating that resulted in the boy’s death, testified in court that it was Alexander who beat the child and then hit him on the head with a hammer. But the court did not take Andrey’s testimony into consideration. Other assumptions were also made during the case. For example, witnesses stated that the boy died on 21 January 2013, which was during the time that Zhanna was in detention for a theft committed on 18 January 2013. Nevertheless, the charges were built on the testimony of Alexander Dyerd himself and his mother Itsa Tonto—the oldest woman in the community who for many years played the role of a kind of mediator between the Roma and the outside world due to her knowledge of Russian and her strong ties with the police. In fact, it was Itsa Tonto and her son who were instrumental in making sure that all the other witnesses gave the same testimony and stated that Zhanna was guilty of the boy’s death and that she was the one who allegedly beat Maxim. Andrey’s testimony makes it clear that the witnesses were threatened with reprisals if they told the truth about what they saw.

Procedural violations also occurred during the trial: the witnesses for the prosecution (Itsa Tonto, Aleksander Dyerd) did not appear in court, even though they were notified of the hearings, thus depriving Zhanna and her attorney of the right to question them; the courtroom was not equipped with video equipment, so Zhanna and her attorney were forced to watch a recording of this testimony on the monitor of the video camera that was used to make the recording, and the interpreter was not able to participate in this process because the volume was not high enough to provide a high-quality translation for the defendant (her native language is Hungarian and she speaks and understands Russian poorly). 

Thus Zhanna was effectively convicted based solely on testimony given outside the court by witnesses who were concealing themselves from the court and were even too afraid to inform the court of their whereabouts.


This case is a clear violation of Article 14 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and specifically of clause 3(e), since the defense and the defendant were not given the opportunity to question witnesses for the prosecution. Moreover, the court’s formal grounds for its failure to take evidence in support of Zhanna and Andrey Lakatosh’s testimony into account give reason to assume that the court took a biased approach to the defendant, which found expression in a dislike of Zhanna’s way of life. Considering the fact that Zhanna was forced under pressure from her partner to engage in criminal activities as a result of her existing circumstances, coupled with the state’s failure to take any actions, it can be asserted that Zhanna essentially existed in a state of slavery, which is expressly banned by Article 8 of the Covenant. Thus, this case shows evidence of two types of discrimination against Zhanna: first as a young Roma-Magyar woman with a low status, and second as a Roma and representative of a vulnerable minority which the ethnic majority and the authorities view in a negative manner.

3. Monitoring by ADC Memoria has shown that the police’s discriminatory approaches to Roma women have not changed. In fact, Roma women frequently suffer and even die due to the fault of police officers. 
A typical example is the tragic story of Oksana K., a resident of Pskov (Northwest Russia). As far back as 2004, ADC Memorial documented the torture that she was subjected to at the police precinct. Not long before that, a young Roma woman Fatima Aleksandrovich died at the Pskov police department after being thrown from a window in the precinct. Before this, she had clearly been beaten and raped (the police stated that this was suicide and the ECHR later found that the case had not been investigated). In December 2014, Oksana disappeared after the police tried to arrest her for selling drugs. She was found dead in a greenbelt not far from the city several days later. She had been suffocated, and a bag of drugs was found in her mouth. Police officers did not call for an ambulance and simply disposed of the body. They were only prosecuted for abuse of power.
The vulnerable position of Roma women in traditional societies is well-known to Russian police officers and is frequently used by them for blackmail. ADC Memorial has documented numerous cases where police officers have cut off the braids of detained Roma women, knowing full well that, in the minds of the Roma, this is a visible sign of disgrace and exclusion from the community, which only causes additional suffering for these women. There is detailed documentation of the persecution of Roma women from the settlement of Dyagilevo in Ryazan Oblast. In 2011, these women were detained and taken to a police precinct, where they were blackmailed, beaten, and shorn of their braids, all while being videotaped by police officers. By threatening and blackmailing these women, police officers forced them to first make a payment for their release and then sign a document stating that they declined to make any complaints about poor treatment.

