Community development in Romanian villages

Case studies

The picture of Romanian villages reflects without doubt a tough reality: people without access ways to civilization, to information, a primitive agriculture who do not ensure a decent living, lack of revenues who reduces the chances for the young generation to accede even to minimal education, lack of doctors, lack of qualified educators… The Romanian peasant appears passive, resigned, and dependent on somebody who may come and make their life better.   

	Dan Bumbu; community facilitator in Poieni village, Neamt county:

<<Problems expressed by the villagers: lack of jobs, lack of potable water, they don’t have a local health unit, they don’t have a church, telephone, the school is too small and poorly gifted.

To my question: “Why all this things?” they answered:

-“The Mayoralty don’t come to make us none of this things.”

-“Nobody helps us, nobody is interested.”

-“We cannot do this.”

The answer to my question “When will somebody come and make you all this?”: 

-“Never.”

To the question”why did you cannot do this by yourselves?”:

-“We don’t have money.”

-“We are not united.”

The retort to my statement ”But you have made the triptych by yourselves”:

-“Yeah, that’s true, but we were trying so hard when it comes to do a real work.”>> 


Beyond this fatalistic awareness and paternalistic attitude of ours villages, with a little effort, we can find ways and instruments for intervention that can permit them to find solutions for this situation.

Community facilitation – a modern approach of community intervention

The ultimately objective of community development activities as Romanian Association for Community Development and Romanian Social Development Fund applies is to strengthen local development capacity. Transferring and consolidating this capacity is a way for the poor communities to become able to identify, analyze and solve its local problems, without external intervention.

Our community development experience activity in disadvantaged communities in areas considered as poorest proved that community development activity require a change not only in the existing situation but mainly in the role of community in the decision-making process that affect them. 

A successful community development intervention entails a new strategy in community approach, different from older methods (in which communities became dependent on an external agent). Community facilitation tries to empower the community, to awake its accountability and responsibility for its own problems, to strengthen its self-trust.  

In his two stages: community diagnosis and community organization, community development activity have in view to create a context for increasing community initiatives, to contribute to the creation of local associative structures which can solve the local problems after the facilitation process is over.

First stage – knowing the community in which we work

Is the beginning in the facilitation pocess. The facilitator became familiar with village’s realities, with its inhabitants, with their problems and with any other aspect that affects the life in that community. 

In the most part of his/her activity, the community facilitator came in contact with people. This relationship is unforeseeable and this activity cannot be planned. People are different, they have different opinions, different habits, different knowledge and thus they act different. Flexibility and adaptability are qualities which are most used by the facilitator. 

	“My first contact with the community began in Buzau station, in a very hot day. As the bus draws nearer I became agitated and started to repeat over and over the phrases learned in the facilitation course about how to approach a community. “How will people react to my presence in the village?”, “How should I start my first interview?” “How should I apply the ‘door to door’ method?”- all this thoughts started to make me a little nervous. 

I asked the driver to stop the bus there, in order for me to get off at the entrance of the village. I wanted to have a short walk through the village to observe the neighborhood and his people. I was thinking that when I’ll met the first villager and will address him my first question everything must appear natural, without anything suspect or affected. 

But all my worries were …gone! My first contact with the community was in the place where villagers make the brandy (near the village’s entry). This idea came when I saw the building and the people there. Here I conducted my first interview and my first group discussion in my facilitation activity.”

(Aurel Borcescu; community facilitator in Mosesti village, Buzau county)




In this stage the facilitator try to became familiar to the villagers (became known in the village and accepted), explain to people the purpose of his presence in the village, support the community in identifying community’s problems and identifying potential leaders in the community. The stories about this stage of the community development process are very telling. 

	“I was proposing myself for this stage to assist people in identifying their needs, the specific problems that concern people and the villagers who can (in the community opinion) be part of a community initiative group. I also try to make them remember their success stories, the facts and situation that makes them proud of their community. 

I applied the ‘door to door’ method and 50 interviews attended by an average of 2 person. In few situation the responses were complete and in two cases some people does not want to discuss with me: 

1. A family who was thinking that I’m a missioner who wants to convert them;

2. Another family was scared, thinking that I am a thief who sees the places in the day and stole in the night. 

The interviews had showed that the most important problem for the villagers         (which meet the common interest) was the metalization of the dirt track that makes the linkage with a developed village. Others problem of the village were: a more fairly access to the wood - their main resource in the neighborhood and their main source of living, the need for medical assistance for the new born children, the need for jobs for young people, the need for juridical information, the need for help for older people, the knowledge of forestry rules.

Questions in the ‘door to door’ interviews:

· Could you discuss with me for few minutes?

· What are the problems in your village?

· What do you need here?

· Tell me some good things that happened in your village.

· Tell me some good people who are willing to do something for the village.

· Do you still keep the traditions here? Give me some examples.

· May I take notes on what you are telling me?

(Florea Ioan; community facilitator in Sahastru village, Vrancea county.)




Community organization stage

As in the community diagnosis stage, people in community play the most important role. Either is the case of potential community leaders meetings (identified by the community) or community meetings (which are attended by a large number of villagers), the community facilitator begins to minimize his intervention in the community. S/he starts to transfer to the community leaders the skills and knowledge they need.

Some communities are more actives than others are. In this case the community facilitator presence in the village is only an occasion for resources mobilization for problem solving: 

	“ I badly want to return in this village, because they are demonstrated that they are moving forward and I mean it. Why? Friday, I spoke again with the priest (recognized and accepted leader in the community) and they invited me in the village to show me what they have done. Imagine that the village has obtained a sponsorship for rebuilding the fountain that serve almost 80% of villagers. I saw the scaffolding and it was clear that they started to rehabilitate the pipes and the walls. So they can do something! 

It is sure that they can and want to organize. The father and some villagers want to form an initiative group who asks about the funds allocated to local Mayoralty. I discuss with them details about the project (community contribution, competition among projects) and they are willing to take this opportunity. 

Daniela Calendatu; community facilitator in Plesoi village, Dolj county.


The facilitator skills transferred to the community leaders are depending on the way community reacts to the community intervention. This stage can came earlier and easier or in other cases request more time and more energy from community facilitator. It can happen sometime that one or more of community leaders already have the skills needed for community organizing and for community development activities.  In such case the facilitator will act in such a way to create the opportunities in which that leaders and the community members can apply theirs skills and knowledge: 

“In another meeting the priest had read a letter of intention addressed to the R-SDF, signed by some brave villagers who attended the community meeting. Then he told the people that he saw a TV program who explained the role of R-SDF, what this mean and what it does, so, he concluded, it must be a serious affair.”(Plesoi)

So, if at the beginning, the meetings are prepared and held by the community facilitator (agenda setting, participants invitation, discussions moderator), as the process goes further and the villagers receive information and skills (especially the trust that they can do this kind of things), they can assume the responsibilities to organize themselves future meetings. (“I decided to stay overnight to one of the actives person in the village, and that seemed to be a very good thing, because that person felt valued. In that evening, my host have the initiative to go to the rest of the village and try to convince people and invite the entire village to a community meeting. We have talked with another four people and one of them offered himself to make posters to announce the next community meeting (and he did that) and another invited the mayor and the vice-mayor (which did not came) to the meeting.”)(Sahastru). 

	First community meeting

Aurel Borcescu; Mosesti village, Buzau county

“After I was walking along the entire village and I talked with the villagers, we want to have a community meeting. That was a difficult task there, due to the agricultural work period when people have a lot to do and it’s not easy for them to leave their work. In the discussion I have with people and with the initiative group one proposal seemed to meet all interests. An old man said: ”… here almost all families have a caw. In the morning we bring it to the common, and in the evening we take it home. Wouldn’t be fine for all of us if we’ll held the meeting on the common??” All of them were agreed to this, so our first community meeting has happened on the Buzau river, in a beautiful sunset, and the participation was far beyond my expectations.”




Community organizing process begins with a comprehensive plain discussion in the community meetings about problems identified by the villagers. Then came the prioritization of these problems and a stage of finding possible solutions.  

	“ We meet in one of the unheated school’s room, the only meeting place agreed by everybody. Despite the cold outside, the room’s door has rested open for the late coming people. 

 On our first meeting agenda was the discussion about the problems identified by the villagersand the choice of the most affecting problem for all of them. 

I presented myself once again (for the people who didn’t know the details about my presence there) and I begin to read the notices I took when I interviewed them for support them to identify their problems: “we have no money”, “unemployment, the young have not jobs”, “we are old, we have not a medical unit or a doctor”, “all things are very expensive”, “we work as say-laborer for who owns the land and are too old to work”, “the road is brooked, we can use it, each year we try to fix it but it brooks again because we fix it with the shovel and the spade, we don’t have the equipment”, “at the next high flood the school will ruin”, “I live across the little river. Once there was a bridge. Now, I cross the water. It will be great for us to build a bridge ‘cause everybody crosses the water to go to the sheepfold”….

They were quiet for a while. All of them agreed, shacking their heads affirmatively. When it comes about the medical unit they seemed awaked: “Yes, yes. We go on foot a long distance and we don’t even find the doctor there. We can say anything about the medicines. We buy it from the town (cca.36 km.)”. 

The school problem was far more acute. They say to me: “came with us to see the school state, the wall on the river side. We tried to fix it and they (the mayoralty) promise us to have it fixed. We didn’t hear anything about that since then. Yeah, there is no money! Maybe now we’ll do something, if we are met a lot of people”.

“The road is very important for us. And not only for us. Even for people from  Scortoasa and Beciu who pass through. Each spring it brooks a little. One day we couldn’t pass through. Others or us. I think that we can fix the other tings someway but we need to fix the road now, when all of us are here. What are you saying?” and he starts counting the “votes” for rebuilding the school or for road rehabilitation. 

I watched while they were discussing: all were enthousias, they were made proposals, they analyze, someone was bringing an information, and other was remembering some incident they have. After a while they concluded: ”We repair the road. So when will we meet again to establish how to do it?” they asked themselves. 

After two weeks I was again in the village… “

Mara Danaila; Gura-Vaii village, Buzau county


From this stage the facilitator’s activity decreases, transferring to the community leaders who have decided to be involved in community’ activities. Their role is more and more developed, while the facilitator becomes a sort of external observer of community activities, a mentor for them. 

	The second community meeting:

        “Community meeting. Almost 16 persons have participated. A villager wrote the agenda on the table and after that we have discussed the topics there. In facts, the people have discussed while I play the moderator role. All the villagers have spoke about the R-SDF, about the idea to by a tractor. They have solve an older problem with some money reised but unused (they decided to use it for repair the road damages).  A meeting report was written and, the most important thing, the community group in Sahastru village -formed by 12 people- was created (even if there were 4 people who didn’t want to be members in the community group).

        They decided to go to the Mayoralty in the next 2 days to register the new born community group and also to invite the mayor and the vice-mayor to their meetings (this time a written invitation). 

The set up report was registered (with a registration number). The mayor was impressed by the number of people present to the Mayoralty (7 persons) and the next week he climbed the hill to the Sahastru people meeting.”

(Sahastru)




Seeking the village’s success stories

In the community development process the facilitator is the “spark” which will encourage the community members in the action which affect their lives. The facilitator seek not to make the community dependent on any external intervention in the village even a benefic one. The relationship between community and community facilitator is based on the principles that people in the village knows best the village’s realities, the resources they can access there and the way for best solving the problems they face. They don’t need someone to came and tell them what to do or when to do it. The community facilitator avoids the conventional approach in his intervention in communities. S/he is not deciding for the villagers, is not seeing them as an ignorant and is not trying to convince them that one or another action or decision is “the best thing “ for them. 

On the contrary, in the modern approach, the facilitator mental framework is that people can know, think, analyze, asses, conduct, implement. If the people are supported and trusted they can even create their own resources for problem solving
	<<In my visits and interviews I emphasized the peoples’ success activities. I found out that they were rallied to rebuild a burned house in the village, were collected funds for the road rehabilitation, were made a sort of wood bridges in the muddy areas of the road. A very interesting thing in this village is that in the collective memory”archive” still remained information about an older community organization for the forest administration the  “Administration House” which seems to be a sort of community group. 

During the individual discussions which have 30`-60` I tested the collective memory about the “Administration House” and I found out that people perceive it in a positive manner but the information about it are a little bit deformed. I considered this a good opportunity to use the explanatory question technique. I applied the positive approach for the community group. They have community experiences and some success stories that can be enlightened.  

The topics for appreciative inquiry were:

· Administration House (a sort of community way for administrate the forests in the 1940)

· Rebuilding of the burned house (happened in 1996)

· Community initiatives regarding the road rehabilitation (a topic less discussed due to the short time available and to a wedding party in the village)

The community meeting participants have acquired information by an older man and the group has asked this man to tell in plain how the Administration House has functioned. They concluded after that thatbthis form of community organization was effective and that they can apply this pattern for other community “administration” issues as the road, the school and even the entire village. 

Analyzing the burned house topic the group has concluded that: “Sahastru people are obliging”. >>

(Sahastru)




Facilitator’s attitude – support, encouragement and motivation

A. Community intervention is impartial

The facilitator does not involve in community’s issues. Although the term”community organizing” may sound as an imposed action, the activity of the community facilitator is very different from “giving orders to the villagers”. In the majority of situations, s/he does nothing but to create opportunities in which people have the occasion to express their feelings and the willingness to do something for the village, to assume responsibilities:

	Gina Nicoara; community facilitator in  Livada Mica, Buzau county:

      All the people announced were present to the meeting. We meet in the street. One of the leaders offered a room in his house. 

From the very beginning some questions rouse:

-“When will we start the project?”

-“How will we participate in the project, if it will be approved?”

Some suspicions appeared:

-“What if they will ask us for money?”

-“And what if they will ask us to do the work?”

     Two groups of leaders were created: a optimistic one, willing to contribute to the project with all it would be needed and a pessimistic one who expected to others to do things for the project. Interacting, the two groups concluded that is will be a lot of work until the project will be implemented and finished “So help us God!” 

They proposed to solve by their own resources other problems of the village as school rebuilding, creating a small medical unit in the school building, digging some grooves along the road. 

    The pessimistic group: “Why do we need grooves and school when we decided to make a water network?”

Without any intervention from my part, the optimistic group understands why they need all this things: “W e need experience, we need to manage by ourselves.”

In the last few years people haven’t realized anything together. They concluded that it is a time to change this situation.”


 
Facilitator is the person who encourages and supports the villagers’ initiatives, but his role stops at this point. Every trial to assume any of community members actions (even if the facilitator is asked to) will lead to the community dependence on a external intervention and so the trust off the community in his own power will decrease.   

	“From the moment I start the interviews I used active listening approach, which allowed me to collect information as well as my enthusiasm and self-trust.  

Also the responses I was giving to the people were immensely important and the fact then these were sincere (I am from Focsani, I work for a institution from Bucuresti, I want to discuss with you about your problems, your sorrows and your joy, about the good things in the village). 

During the interviews, the villagers asked me to be their spokesman in front of the local, county and national authorities. In my response I emphasized that they are the right people who knows best their problems and they must struggle for solving them.”(Sahastru)




On the other hand a community intervention can be a good opportunity for others to speculate the enormous “solidarity capital” created. Then it is recommendable that the community facilitator activity be as independent as it can be. The community is the one who makes the decisions and this must be an informed one:

	         “In the next period I avoided to work with the villagers, because there were elections for the mayoralty and I didn’t want that my activity to be misunderstand. 

          8-9 august- elections.  I didn’t go in the village. 23 august, community leaders meeting attended by the new elected mayor, too. He was trying to gain political capital, pretending that that my presence in the village is one of his personal merits. I explained to the villagers that the situation is not like that and finally they understand how their village was choose for the facilitation activity.”(Plesoi)

  


B. Motivate and maintain the team

After the stage of community leaders team building and after its validation from the community, the facilitator’s role decreases, and the community leaders team take the most important role. 

The facilitator became a mentor, a person who supports and maintains the community interest in the common issues. Motivating a community requires from the facilitator an attitude and a behavior that help people to foresee the results, to feel themselves capable to do something, to find solutions, to feel responsible, to believe that they can really achieve what they planned to:

	“We are at the community crystallization moment. They prioritized their problems: unemployment, poverty, lack of medical unit, lack of roads for the entire village, lack of communication possibilities, the almost ruined school, etc.

In our discussions, the proposals for build a medical unit, to build a road, the telefhon network connection are falling one by one. Each of them will solve a single problem and the core problem will rest unreached. Finally a best idea is getting through their mind: a un gater. In this way they will decrease unemployment, will alleviate poverty, and with the revenue will eliminate, in time, all their problems.  

After two weeks, I visit the village to see how they are organized for starting the project. I find out that in the place they choose for the   gater appeared… a   gater and some people are digging a foundation. One of the leaders stops digging and explains to me: “the word-of-mouth was going round the village, there were a lot of discussions, when, suddenly, an investor appeared. He rent the land from the Mayoralty and promises to hire 16 people. He already hired 4. It is a good affaire!” people are glad, some of them even relieved. The worries and the stress were fade away. 

At the beginning I was angry of them in my mindbecause I would like them to do themselves such a thing, not the investor. But I took the good part of the story. We amused together and I told them: “See, you have been united for five minutes, the news with the   gater was spread, just the news, and the work is done! You have been united just speaking and you are realized what you want, imagine what you could do when you will do something united!”

“Yes, sure!” they agree, wouldn’t be our idea and the rumor in the neighborhood nobody wouldn’t came to invest in this village, because in 40 years nothing has moved here, unless now suddenly after the meeting.”


I resume my idea:” If you are united you can be powerful, if not nobody will take you seriously!” One of them more waggish proposes that they spread a new rumor, maybe another investor will came.

After a strong debate they would like to set up a cow farm and to collect and process the milk.”(Poieni)




The relation between community and institutions/local authorities 

A successful community development process lead not only to act for solving a specific problem in a community, but also to put that community in a “equal partner” position dealing with all the institution involved in his life. Community development change the way a community relate with the “outside” world. It promotes community participation to the public issues and shows people that they have more power that they think. Community participation practice can lead the community members to great achievement:

	“If at the last community meeting the mayor and the vice-mayor didn’t respond to people invitation and didn’t came to Sahastru community meeting, now they surprise us climbing the 4 km. to be at the meeting. When the mayor came only 3 people were present. These 3 persons go to announce the villagers so 15 persons were present. A report of the meeting was written. The villagers were a little shy in their relation with the Mayor but with my support:

       -they proposed that a person from Sahastru became a member in the “Local Roads Administration Service”(a service created by the Local Council decision in august, which stipulate a compulsory work of the citizens to repair the roads or a compulsory due). The proposal was accepted. 

       -they also propose that a part of this due be used for Sahastru village and the compulsory work of the Sahastru people be done in their village area. These accepted proposals must be stipulated in the regulation of this service (regulation which has not been elaborated in an adequate manner or even voted in the Local Council). 

        -the people proposed to eliminate the guard of the village because it is not doing anything and, anyway, they don’t have a communication system for announcing the police or the firemen. 

-they asked the Mayoralty to pay for the technical project of the road and the villagers to pay with their own money the feasibility study. 

-I presented the proposal form that must be filled for R-SDF grant. The meeting was short- an hour, because there was a wedding in the village right in the school where we usually met.“

       


Community development activity through facilitation is a resources mobilization process, resources which exist in every community. During such a process a community learns from its experience and became stronger. In his positive action a community turns into a civic community, active and organized, gain power to influence the society. Development of solidarity capital brings the premises of a rapid economic development and the community became a loving place to live, in which the civic spirit is permanent. 

