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Approximately 10 000 Roma live in Finland,[1] out of a total population of about 5 million.[2]  An additional 3 000 Finnish Roma live in Sweden.[3]  Half of those residing in Finland live in Helsinki (Great Helsinki area = 3 towns: Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa).  Other minority groups in Finland include Swedes, Russians, Estonians, and Sami.  Swedes are the largest minority, comprising about 5.7% of Finland’s total population.[4]  
 
The Finnish government pursued a policy of Roma assimilation in the 1950s and 1960s, and only in the 1970s began to support improvements in living standards as well as the maintenance of the Roma culture.[5]  Government assistance to Roma intercultural mediation reflects this multicultural orientation.
 
Ryhdys, the Finnish professional association of Roma mediators, was formally registered in 1993.  Members were Roma individuals who had been acting informally as liaisons between the Roma community and Finnish authorities.  Following the formalization of Ryhdys, the head of the organization elaborated mediator qualifications and selected additional mediators according to consensus at open community meetings.  Once chosen, mediators signed an agreement stating that they would maintain client confidentiality, serve all clients equally, and work honestly and with good intentions.  Municipal authorities appreciated the contributions of these mediators, but were not willing to use municipal funds to pay them.  They thus worked voluntarily.[6]  However, governmental entities did provide some support; the Helsinki Office for Social Services donated office space and equipment to Ryhdys, and the Ministry of Labor paid 85% of a secretary’s salary from 1995 to 2002.[7]  
 
The Romany Education Unit was founded within the Finnish National Board of Education in 1994, with one of its tasks being the training of Roma mediators.[8]  The Unit is financed with adult education funds from the national budget, and is operated by a management group with Roma representation.  From 1995 to 2000, staff provided weekend long seminars to mediators covering: Finnish citizenship, social care and services, health care and services, child care, social insurance, the Finnish educational system, and unemployment assistance.  As these seminars were only 2 days long and given only twice per year, Ryhdys members began to request a more formalized training and professional designation.[9]  
 
From 2001 to 2004, the Romany Education Unit; in partnership with Ryhdys and 4 governmental agencies and 2 local Roma organisations in Estonia, France, Great Britain, Denmark, Lithuania and Sweden; implemented the Drom-Edu Roma mediaton project.  Drom-Edu was funded by the European Union’s Socrates Comenius program, which, among other things, aims to promote intercultural awareness in school education in Europe.[10]  The goal of the program was to facilitate the integration of Roma children by: training mediators to work as a contact between home and school, increasing teacher awareness of Romany culture and the needs of Roma children, explaining the history and culture of Roma living in each country to majority and minority ethnicity children in partner countries, and, compiling and disseminating best practices.[11]    
 
While the program goal addressed only education, the training and functioning of the mediators was more wide-ranging.  The 18-day Finnish training (divided by 6-7 courses in 2-3 days of each) broadly covered: Finnish citizenship, social care and services, health care and services, child care, social insurance, substance use and abuse, the educational system, unemployment, pertinent EU organizations, hobbies and leisure time activities, Roma in Finland, and discrimination.  A mid-training and final exam were administered.[12]  The 21 participants also received training in basic computer skills.  
 
The mediator job description developed as part of this program included the following tasks: examine the living conditions of the Roma population and the problems caused by societal structure and the living environment; act as a source of information for the majority population; advocate for Roma in various sectors of society; plan and coordinate vocational and recreational training and activities with authorities and associations; liaise with congregations, schools, and other communities to promote understanding between the Roma and the majority population; and, arrange briefings on Romany issues to various authorities.  The Romany Education Unit publicized the program by advertising in the Unit’s info bulletin ”Latso Diives” advertising on the weekly national Romany radio program ”Romani Miritz” in Finnish broadcasting Radio; and, informing Romany associations, communal school boards, and social authorities.[13]
 
At present, roughly 10 of these mediators are still working in some capacity, mostly voluntarily.  One is employed by the municipality in the town of Imatra.  However, these mediators are no longer supported by Ryhdys, which terminated operations due to internal tensions in 2004.[14]  Those working voluntarily may be professionally and logistically supported by the Finnish Romany Association, or they work with no support.     
 
Apart from those mediators affiliated with Ryhdys, Finland has several national or local governmental entities whose function is to mediate between the Roma community and the Finnish government.  The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health established an Advisory Board on Roma Affairs in 1956.  Fifty percent of Board members are governmental employees, and 50% are Romany associations’ representatives.  The Board’s major duties include: reporting to national authorities on the social and living conditions of Roma; undertaking initiatives to improve the economic, educational, social, and cultural conditions and employment of Roma; working to end all forms of discrimination; furthering Romany culture; and, participating in international activities. [15]         
 
In addition to the National Advisory Board, there are also 4 Provincial Boards on Romany Affairs, which provide mediation services to individual members of the Romany community as well as to governmental agencies and services.  The 4 permanent staff of the boards addresses Roma community member problems relating to housing, employment, and education, among other topics.  Roma individuals or a staff person of the pertinent authority contact the Office by phone, and mediation assistance is either provided over the phone or on site.  The Boards have also provided lectures and seminars about Romany culture to police academies, housing secretaries, foster care staff, adolescent psychiatrists, the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities, employment offices, comprehensive schools, and hospitals.  Approximately 80 lectures are delivered per year, and some participants are required to attend by their employers, while others attend voluntarily.[16]       
 
Finally, various entities within the Finnish government as well as NGOs have prepared manuals for agencies and organizations addressing the Roma.  These manuals are in keeping with goals of mediation, as they improve provider understanding of Roma culture and needs.  The Ministry of Environment has created a guide for housing authorities;[17] the NGO Romano Missio has developed a manual for service providers addressing drug use;[18] and the National Board of Education created a guide for health care professionals.  The guide for health care professionals outlines the history and culture of the Finnish Roma and describes the rationale for Roma concerns or behavior that may confuse service providers.  The authors suggest that health care providers modify their practice or rules to accommodate Roma cultural mores, such as being prepared to accept hospital visits from many family members.  They also provide concrete ways of reconciling healthcare system needs and expectations with Roma cultural needs and expectations.  For example, a Roma patient may wish to discuss the illnesses of several family members during an appointment with a doctor.  The authors suggest that doctors either inform the patient when she makes an appointment that only the patient’s health care concerns can be discussed, or, schedule a longer appointment.[19]  The guide has been disseminated widely among Finnish health care staff, as well as internationally as a best practice example.
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The Finnish communities and local authorities are mainly responsible for organizing health services in Finland. The decision-making is based mostly on the local self-government, which, however, is directed and guided by laws and statutes, considering the resources available. 
Equality Legislation in Finland
 
During the 1970's the Finnish society finally started to accept the Roma as a national minority. Since that time the society has taken special measures to enhance the social and educational status of Roma. Support for Roma culture was provided simultaneously.  A general change in attitude is visible in the national legislation: Article 5 of the Constitution that took effect in 1995 has a universal prohibition of discrimination:
“No one can be treated unequally on the grounds of gender, age, origin, language, religion, conviction, opinion, health, disability or other reason relating to the person.”
In addition, Article 14(3) of the Constitution guarantees the right of minorities to their own culture: "The Sami as an indigenous people and the Roma and other groups have the right to maintain and develop their culture and language."
 

Discrimination has been criminalized since 1995 in Finland. Article 11(9) of the Criminal Code states that if a public official or servant does not treat everyone equally, regardless of their race, national or ethnic origin, skin color, language, gender, religion or other comparable reason, he/she shall be convicted to pay a fine or to serve a prison term of up to six months. The Criminal Code at Article 47(3) also provides for a punishment for discrimination in employment. 
 
ABOUT ROMA, ROMANY, ROMANI terminology:
 
I have used word Roma when we are talking about Roma population in general like Roma women, Roma children, 
Roma mediators (in Finland or where ever)
I have used word Romany when we are talking about Romany culture, Romany community. But people use those 
words in the different ways and I don’t know which way is the correct one.



