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new roof, several bedrooms, a living room, and a kitchen with 
modern appliances. Parked across the street is a grey Opel 
Calibra: “the Ferrari of the gypsies,” points out a local.

In the valley below, the Beli Lom river winds through the 
Bulgarian quarter where the streets are paved and rubbish is col-
lected regularly. The Roma, in contrast, bury their waste in the 
fields. Their streets, with the exception of the main road lead-
ing into the quarter, are potholed and for the most part broken 
asphalt. A yellow school bus collects the children to take them 
to primary school several kilometres away. Many homes have 
outhouses; some families grow tobacco, 
while others raise goats. In a small concrete 
warehouse, a group of Roma women and 
children are busy cracking walnuts with 
pin hammers. 

Emiliya’s grandfather has lived his entire 
life in the Roma quarter of the village. He 
remembers how life used to be. His wife 
died three years ago. Together they would 
wake up every day before dawn to milk the 
cows at a collective farm he helped to set up. 
He milked 25 cows a day, he says with some 
pride, until the machines arrived in 1958. 
Now he receives a small pension that just 
covers his utility bills. 

Emiliya’s second aunt, Yukla, has also 
lived here her entire life. She is the only 
Roma in the village that works at Kaolin, a 
local mine and factory that produces silicon 
for ceramics and glass applications, where 
she earns 400 Leva (€200) per month. She was due to retire in 
December after 32 years’ service. The village is nearly empty and 
some houses are boarded up. Most Roma have left for Belgium 
for seasonal work, but will return to improve their homes and 
put away what savings they can. 

Several hundred metres away, a truck carries sand from a pit 
belonging to Kaolin. As it speeds up the dirt track, it passes four 
young Roma kicking a football around in the field.

Brugmann University Hospital, Jette 

Emiliya is waiting in the hallway of the human resources 
department at Brugmann University Hospital in Brussels.

A friend told her that they treat workers without papers. 
Perhaps they also hire them. She has in her hand a CV and 
diploma. There are six empty seats but Emiliya prefers to 
stand. She is nervous. Dutch and French-language notices 
are pinned to a board. She first came two days ago, but the 
orange office door was locked. Today, she is determined 
to speak to someone. To take a chance. She knocks on the 
door and enters the office. Fifteen minutes later, she exits 
and follows a human resources assistant to another build-
ing. Impressed by her CV and degree, the woman arranges 
a formal interview the following Friday with the head of 
recruitment, Françoise Joudart.

“I would be willing to work for free, just to specialise and 
learn,” says Emiliya as she returns for her interview with 
Madame Joudart. But Emiliya believes she has no hope of get-
ting work. Why would they hire someone without the proper 
paperwork when there are Belgians, more qualified than her, 
she says, looking for the same job? Madame Joudart greets 
Emiliya with a firm handshake. Twenty minutes later Emiliya 
leaves disappointed. 

In the hallway, Madame Joudart explains the situation. “She 
has a qualification equivalence and it’s really good. But the 
problem here is that we have no free positions. We have three 
people already on our list. We can’t take her as a midwife. We 
need nurses. Not having papers is not a problem for the hospital. 
We are a public hospital with a social aspect.”

Emiliya is running late for her 11.00 appointment to clean 
an apartment in Ixelles. She rushes to the metro, buys her ticket 
and tries to relax. But she is both anxious and upset. “I know 
what I am. I know what I want to do. I know this,” she says. 
Her CV and diploma stick out of her white handbag. Then the 
metro doors open. Emiliya hurries out, runs up the escalator 
and disappears into the crowd. 

“Senovo’s 

biggest 

problem is 

not having 

enough people 

working”

Left: Senovo 
city hall; right, 
Radka Stoekva, 
the principal of 
Senovo primary 
school
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