
Trapped between Tradition and Transition – Anthropological and 
Epidemiological Cross-sectional Study of Bayash Roma in Croatia

Aim To assess the key characteristics related to living conditions and health in 
the Bayash Roma population in Baranja and Međimurje regions of Croatia and 
identify possible demographic and socio-economic sources of variance in self-
reported health and reproductive profile.

Methods The study comprised a total of 266 adult Bayash individuals from Ba-
ranja and 164 from Međimurje (aged 41.3 ± 15.1 years). Data on ethno-histori-
cal and demographic background, self-identity, life and hygiene conditions, edu-
cation, employment, health insurance, and health (dietary and smoking habits, 
reproductive characteristics, diagnosed and undiagnosed health problems, use 
of medications). were obtained through interviews. Bivariate and multivariate 
methods were used in statistical analyses.

Results The reported migratory pattern demonstrated that 88.8% of the exam-
inees were born in the region of residence, which showed that the Bayash popu-
lation was autochthonous and sedentary one. Financially, the Bayash primarily 
relayed on social welfare support allowance (84%) and child allowance (47%), 
while merely 2% were permanently and 23% occasionally employed. The propor-
tion of the Bayash who had never attended school amounted to 33.3% (19.3% 
men and 40.6% women). The access to public water supply system was available to 
52.5% of examinees, whereas only 1.7% had public sewage system, and 23.4% had 
private septic tanks.  The most commonly reported health burden were frequent 
headaches (20.3%), stomach pain (16.3%), anxiety or insomnia (13.1%), hyper-
tension (9.3%), and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) (8.6%). The 
logistic regression identified level of education (odds ratio [OR], 0.77; 95% con-
fidence interval [CI], 0.63-0.94) and access to health insurance (OR, 4.32; 95% 
CI, 1.46-12.77) as socio-economic/life-style factors playing a significant role in 
the occurrence of COPD.

Conclusion Our results indicate poor inclusion of the Bayash in the essential 
social service sectors such as health care, education, and employment, as well as 
substandard living conditions and unfavorable health-related behavior. Since 
education and health insurance were found to have significant effects on the 
observed reproductive status and self-reported health, they should be targeted 
in planning public health actions for socially marginalized and economically de-
prived groups.
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The Roma are a widely dispersed transnational 
ethnic group with an estimated size of 8 to 10 
million worldwide and at 7 to 9 million in Eu-
rope (1). Throughout their history, the Roma 
have been politically, economically, and cul-
turally marginalized, ethnically stigmatized, 
discriminated, and persecuted. Without a na-
tion-state of their own, due to various social 
and economic pressures within diverse societ-
ies, the Roma were gradually fragmented into 
numerous, geographically dispersed and social-
ly and linguistically divergent groups.

The Bayash (in Croatian Bajaš) are one of 
many Romani branches. Between the 14th to 
19th century, they lived in historical Roma-
nian states Wallachia and Moldavia, where 
they were kept as slaves. After 1856, when the 
slavery in Romania was finally abolished, larg-
er Bayash groups immigrated to Croatia (2). 
Besides Croatia, Bayash groups live in Hunga-
ry, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Romania, 
Bulgaria, and to a lesser degree in Macedonia, 
Greece, Ukraine, Slovakia, and Slovenia, all 
speaking different dialects of the Romanian 
language. In Croatia, the Bayash speak a dis-
tinct archaic dialect ljimba d’bjas. Based on 
further subdialectal characteristics they iden-
tify themselves as either Munteni (Munćani 
– “hills people”) and Ardeleni (Ardeljani – 
“forest people”). Even though the Munte-
ni-Ardeleni subdivision is mainly linguis-
tic (3,4), it can be religious and geographic as 
well. For example, the majority of the Bayash 
in Baranja declare themselves as Munteni of 
Orthodox religion, whereas the majority of 
the Bayash in Međimurje declare themselves 
as Ardeleni and are mostly Catholics (our un-
published data). However, a remarkable num-
ber of the members of both groups attend dif-
ferent Evangelist churches (our unpublished 
data). Despite subdialectal or religious divi-
sions, it is important to note a strong cohe-
sion of both Bayash groups and their opposi-
tion to other Romani groups, to whom they 

refer to as Lăcătarii and to their language (Ro-
mani Chib) as Lăcătăreaşce. They are strictly 
endogamous, ie marry almost exclusively be-
tween themselves.

According to the 2001 census, the Roma 
are a national minority making up 0.21% of 
the total Croatian population. However, es-
timates suggest a significantly larger num-
ber of the Roma in Croatia, between 30 000 
and 40 000 (5). The reasons for the discrepan-
cy between the census and estimates are com-
plex and mostly arise from the decision by the 
Roma to ignore the census or declare them-
selves as members of some other nationality 
(etnomimicry). Another reason is that there is 
a lack of adequate social encouragement to in-
crease the Romani awareness about the bene-
fits of civil registration. The best estimates sug-
gest that there are around 3000 Bayash Roma 
in Baranja and around 5000 in Međimurje.

There are several recent reports dealing 
with the Roma in Croatia and elsewhere in 
Central and Eastern Europe, but they tend to 
be fragmentary. Severe poverty, abject hous-
ing conditions, low educational status, ex-
tremely high unemployment rate, poor health 
status, short life expectancy, and long-term 
problematic relations with the majority pop-
ulation are emphasized as the most important 
problems of the Roma population (6-9). Due 
to the lack of comprehensive and compara-
tive studies about health status and health-re-
lated bio-cultural and socio-economic charac-
teristics of the Roma in Croatia, the scientists 
of the Institute for Anthropological Research, 
Zagreb initiated multidisciplinary anthropo-
logical, molecular-genetic, and epidemiologi-
cal investigations of Romani biological and 
cultural heritage (10,11). The investigations 
were aimed at more detailed understanding of 
the subject, with the ultimate goal of improv-
ing the social inclusion, living conditions, and 
health of the Romani while preserving their 
tradition and identity. The present study is 
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particularly focused on assessing demographic 
and socio-economic status, reproductive char-
acteristics, and basic self-reported health pro-
file in the Bayash populations residing in the 
eastern and northwestern regions of Croatia 
(Baranja and Međimurje). Specific aims of this 
study are 2-fold: 1) to quantify key character-
istics related to living conditions and health in 
the Bayash population from Croatia and 2) to 
identify possible demographic and socio-eco-
nomic determinants of self-reported health 
and reproductive profiles variation.

Participants and methods

Sample and study design

The data set used in this study was a subset 
of extensive material collected in field studies 
carried out in 2005 to 2006 in Bayash settle-
ments in Baranja and Međimurje (Figure 1). 
The study was conducted in cooperation with 
the Office for National Minorities of the Gov-
ernment of the Republic of Croatia and Croa-
tian National Institute of Public Health. The 
study protocol was approved by the Scientific 
Board and Ethical Committee of the Institute 
for Anthropological Research in Zagreb.

Each adult Roma inhabitant of the villages 
of Darda, Beli Manastir, Torjanci, and Bold-
man in Baranja and Kuršanec in Međimurje 
were invited to participate in the study by a 
written invitation and, additionally, by an in-
vitation advertised on a local radio program. 
However, the most important role in the re-
cruitment belonged to “Roma for Roma,” one 
of the major Romani associations in the Re-
public of Croatia, and local Romani organi-
zations which explained the purpose of the 
investigations and motivated the population 
to participate in the study. All examinees vol-
untarily participated in the study and, before 
signing the informed consent, were informed 
about the goals, methods, and expectations of 
the project.

The research team consisted of a general 
practitioner and five anthropologists, in coop-
eration with an internal medicine specialist, 
laboratory technician, epidemiologist, sanitary 
engineer, and 5 trained, linguistically and cul-
turally competent, Bayash activists.

Each examinee participated in an extensive 
interview about ethno-historical and demo-
graphic background, self-identity, living and 
hygiene conditions, education, employment, 
health insurance, and health (dietary and 
smoking habits, reproductive characteristics, 
diagnosed and undiagnosed health problems, 
use of medications). Additionally, short an-
thropometry was undertaken and body mass 
index (BMI) was calculated as weight/stature2 
(kg/m2).

A total of 266 adult Bayash individuals 
from Baranja (95 men and 171 women, aged 
18 to 84 years) and 164 from Međimurje (56 
men and 108 women, aged 18 to 68 years) 
participated in field investigations. The sam-
ple size, gender, and age structure of the stud-
ied sample reflected voluntary participation. 
Whereas gender structure of the two region-
al samples was similar (almost 50% less men 
participated in the study both in Baranja and Figure 1. Geographic location of the investigated Baranja and Međimurje regions.
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