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In a country that has come to symbolise the devastation caused by inter ethnic conflict, conditions for all young children are bleak. According to UNICEF, Kosovo has the highest infant mortality rate in Europe, 1 in 3 children under 5 suffer from vitamin A deficiency and almost 2 out of every 10 children below the age of 5 have stunted growth. But, as ever, in Europe’s suffering Olympics, the Romani communities endure levels of deprivation that surpass even this. 
The Romani community is small and diverse. As in many European countries, Romani identity is not homogenous and three distinct groups exist. The polylingual Roma (who speak Serbian and Albanian) see themselves as distinct from the Ashkali (who speak Albanian) who in turn see themselves as distinct from the Egyptians. Despite the differences, the three groups are collectively known as Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians. The acronym this forms is RAE, which ironically sounds like the word for “nobleman” in Romani. Yet their recent treatment and current living conditions are anything but noble. 
Romani communities were subjected to violence from both sides in the war. The Kosovo Liberation Army expelled 50,000 Roma from Kosovo and many have never returned. Those that stayed live in traditional Romani Mahallas (neighbourhoods) that have existed for centuries in many Kosovan towns and cities. In 2011 there were 36,694 Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians living in Kosovo, or around 2% of the population. Many live in grinding poverty with little employment or education. 
For the Romani children who lived until recently in the camps of Osterode and Cesmin Lug near the city of Mitrovica, conditions for many years weren’t just poor but toxic. Living on camps near the refuse from the local lead mines led to levels of lead poisoning that directly resulted in death and disease. But it’s here in the shadow of these massive problems that Save the Children Kosovo and the Open Society Foundation (OSF) has been investing their resources in tackling the desperate poverty experienced by very young Romani children by providing them with an early years or preschool education though local partners. The local Non Governmental Organisations (NGO) GA-GA and PRAM and the early years educational projects they are delivering may be just a drop in the ocean, but any moisture at all is loved by this parched ground. 
“The projects offer support for children from three to five in the two Korriku neighbourhoods in Mitrovica which is an Ashkali community,” says Rebeka Qena, of Save the Children Office in Kosovo.  
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Rebeka explains that many families never enrol their children to school at all. In order to instil a love of learning at a young age, the projects that Save the Children and the OSF are supporting are enabling the children to learn and play and be better prepared for starting school. 
Like many initiatives supporting preschool education for Romani children family involvement has been a crucial. “Last year’s project provided parenting lessons for mothers and fathers in order for them to better understand the needs of their children and to enhance the communication between them,” says Rebeka. The PRAM NGO has worked with kids of many ages and introduced them to topics such as health, social and environmental issues as well as lectures on early marriages and a range of topics that the youth themselves were interested in. 
For Rebeka making this investment in young lives is a crucial step in beginning to lift the diverse Romani communities out of poverty. “The importance of early childhood education is extremely high,” she says. “Socializing, learning and providing a secure environment to help children thrive is something we aim to achieve. For families that live in poverty the aim is to engage the parents as well in understanding the importance of education. This needs to be nurtured from an early start.”
The potential of getting it right for these children can be seen in the stories of some older Romani young women that Save the Children is also working with.  
Ten year old Qendresa Rasi is typical of many girls who never received a primary education. “I don’t go to school,” she says. “I quit in the first grade because I had to stay at home with my sister.” With each year that passes outside education, her life chances become narrower and she risks becoming part of Kosovo’s grim Romani statistics. But if Qendresa symbolises what can go wrong, Zize Berisha symbolises a changing attitude in the community itself. 
“I completed high school. I am a graduate economist” says the eloquent and business like Zize. “I believe we should be strong and finish our education. “ Her father Xhafer couldn’t agree more: “I achieved my aim, I educated my daughter. Because every parent that has children, should educate his children.” 
The challenge to improve the education of the RAE communities is crucial to Kosovan society says Halim Hyseni of the Kosovo Education Centre. “The position of RAE communities is very vulnerable; it is a handicap for Kosovo society,” he says. “My research has shown that illiteracy between the ages of 15 to 27 in Romani communities is 30%.” 
He’s a passionate advocate of better education for the communities. “There should be positive discrimination to create conditions so these communities can get involved in education. If they aren’t involved in school, it won’t just be the problem for RAE communities but for the whole of Kosovan society.” 
As some kids begin to benefit from pre-school education in Mitrovica, Romani Grandmother Zoja Kadrijaj knows exactly how hard can be for those who haven’t had the chances that education can bring. “Now, it’s like I am blind”, she says, “because without school you have no eyes, but with school you have two pairs of eyes.” 
For some Romani kids in Kosovo at least, the future may be starting to look a little brighter. 
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