Active Citizenship – Hungary November 2006

Adult training for disadvantaged groups in democracy

Creating spaces for active citizenship in disadvantaged communities

Whatever you dream you can do, begin it.  

Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.  

Begin it now.  Goethe

Be realistic - demand the impossible. Anon. 

"We are what we repeatedly do." Aristotle

In this presentation I want to do two main things.  The first is to try to outline what I think active citizenship is and how the values we hold as community development practitioners and adult educators are essential elements in providing good quality training towards active citizenship.

The second is to try to give some practical examples of where I, through my personal work and my joint work with John, have created some ‘spaces’ in what is an increasingly difficult political climate to practice community development.  Particularly when we are asked to work within a policy framework, which concentrates on ‘involvement’ and ‘consultation’.  This is rarely an empowering way to work.  

I will talk about work with disadvantaged communities, economically poor, working class communities, Asylum Seekers and Gypsies and Travellers or as are referred to in Europe, Roma.  

The European Union and member countries have adopted civil renewal and active citizenship as a concept and this, I think, gives us the opportunity to undertake a process of training within the values of community development.

Civil renewal is both a set of values and a practical way to improve the quality of life for communities.  Three elements of civil renewal are:

· Active citizens - take responsibility and contribute to the common good

· Strengthened communities – where communities are helped to form their own organisations, bringing people together to deal with common concerns

· Partnerships – that involve citizens and communities more effectively in improving services.

It is important to acknowledge that there is enormous concern in Europe, if not in the wider world, about democracy and the democratic deficit.  We are in a crisis of political decision-making, which reflects institutional racism and increasingly authoritarian views from politicians who feel they know better than electors.  A sweeping statement but I would illustrate it in the language that is used everyday by politicians and the media.  Language of division and exclusion, which I think this international audience, can identify with examples from their own countries?  In the UK, the media would have us believe we are ‘swamped’ by ‘illegal’ immigrants.  Politicians work on myths and stereotypes.  British MP Jack Straw when he was Home Secretary told us that ‘All Gypsies are thieves’. 

This is a disgraceful way for someone in such a position of authority to label Gypsies.  I also would say that no one is illegal, they may not have legal status and may be seeking ‘asylum’, safety in what seemed from afar a safe country, but the person is not ‘illegal’ and it is outrageous to label anyone in such a cruel way.

Roma

I always feel that we ‘reap what we sew’ and if we treat people with respect they will return that respect.

A Hungarian colleague once told me that in Hungary in the 1950’s her mother worked with Roma.  She wanted to start a library for Roma but the authorities said they would steal the books and they could not put money into such a scheme.  She told the Roma this and said she was going to start the library anyway.  She established a small library from her own books and those of friends.  At the end of the year my the mother’s Roma library ended up with more books than she started the year as the Roma ‘borrowed’ from the town library and deposited them in the Roma library.  

Language 

Even in community development circles we talk about ‘hard to reach’ groups. Who are the hard to reach groups?  My experience is that if we are to change the world we have to work with what have been termed ‘hard to reach groups’ and help people experiencing disadvantage to become active citizens.  We need to prioritise working with very poor people without economic power, Black and ethnic minorities, particularly Roma, sometimes immigrants or migrant workers.  Sometimes we use the term ‘hard to reach’ for single parents, young people and even women! Are we colluding and helping to demonise these groups by referring to groups as ‘hard to reach’?  

As community development practitioners and adult educators do we really feel these described groups of people are hard to reach?  

In my personal experience I have not found this – except perhaps when a community development worker acts as a barrier, making me contact the group through their specific worker, ‘protecting’ the group from full involvement or making their own choices.  Or when people do not want to be reached and have chosen not to be ‘inclusive’, as is their right.

It can be an exercise, which binds us or liberates, but examining and evaluating the language we use is important.  Our workaday language needs to reflect our values and constantly be an example of giving respect and building trust.

Our practice, needless to say, is also a reflection of our values, principles and everyday efforts to build respect and trust and therefore of ‘active citizenship.’

Examples

I want to use some practical examples of every day community development and adult education working together to encourage citizenship and civil renewal.

Community research

In 1992 when I first met Ilona and Tamas and our other Hungarian colleagues, we started working in Hungary on Village Appraisals.  I still feel this sort of empowering action research is important.  Research methods must evolve, and even if people aren’t involved in actually carrying out the research themselves it is important to organise interactive events. Community Action research is a way of empowering people and getting action started in the community, working in partnership and creating strategies for citizenship.  

Finding spaces to practice, in this world of consumerism, and treating people as customers is increasing difficult but essential if we want a world of active citizens.

Government and local authorities are now paying for community research and audits to be carried out in a myriad of ways. In fact some communities suffer from community research fatigue! This is going to be part of the European union future plans and can provide a little space to develop processes of combining community development with adult education. 

As practitioners we have been working in communities for years and if we are honest sometimes, albeit mistakenly, feel as if we could go straight to writing the report.  We do understand the issues, the social problems and probably know some good solutions; good practice from other areas could be transported onto an area.  However, these ‘solutions’ are not simply transferable if they are to be sustainable.  They certainly do not build confidence within the community. They miss the vital link building active citizens who have some power both to influence and take their own action. Qualitative, participative processes are vital in getting people to express and understand their own place in the world. It is in gaining this understanding that people change their world.  So we can return to action research as a way of encouraging training for citizenship.

Partnership working

Recently I was involved in research on what we called a ‘families support strategy’ where the local authority worked in partnership with a host of health, education and social service organisations to provide better quality and more appropriate services for families.  I encouraged the local authority to question why people would come to events.  So we offered some fun events which gave indirect training and information.  We held separate events for men, women and young people, as well as events which brought together different generations.  So often in communities young people are isolated and seen as ‘the problem’.  Bringing them together with different generations was a way of breaking down barriers.

The ‘action days’ involved offering specialist advice on physical and mental health, healthy eating and exercise.  We also offered information and ‘taster’ educational sessions about leisure activities, craft making, learning a new language, or a course on subjects like history and democracy.  The results were spectacular and the investment of time and a very small budget was really worthwhile.  Many young people talked, sometimes for the first time to older people about their youth and they shared problems and anxieties, breaking down fear and helping to establish respect.  

Many young women got involved in child and parent activities and baby classes, whilst others started adult education classes. 

Our biggest success was that many people from young to old started getting involved in community activities and working together to establish more democracy into their community.  We even achieved some success as professionals who worked in traditional ways actually realised the benefit of working with the community members.

What we were really offering through these consultation events was ‘training’ which if we had given the label of ‘training’ would never have been successful.  These are small steps but I am sure many people in this audience understand that these are the first actions towards re-establishing democracy when it has been diminishing. It is the start of active citizenship for many people.

Researchers

I used to believe that we could be ‘independent’ as researchers.  I now look back at this as perhaps a naïve period of my life and one in which I was never really independent of seeing how people cope with poverty or being excluded. 

I strongly believe that we must be engaged researchers.  Through our values of working in a sensitive facilitative way we can identify with the people we are working with and encourage them to have aspirations.  Unless we encourage ‘wants’ as well as ‘needs’ to be catered for we will not build sustainable communities. 

When working with people who experience disadvantage we have to engage and identify to truly understand and work in an empowering way. Training and popular adult education which builds on ‘really useful knowledge’ are part of a process where everyone owns the solutions and future action is possible because a process leading to citizenship has taken place. 

Roma

Some of my work over the last five years has been with Roma.  Initially I worked on a consultation about the home needs of people who lived in caravans, on land owned by the local authority.  With an architect we consulted them about providing culturally sensitive improvements to their living conditions.  Eventually the local authority started the renovations and the women bravely got involved and attended site meetings with the architect and builders.  It was at times chaos and there were many problems but it was well worthwhile as not only was it established that the contractors had to deal with the residents but we set a precedence that the local authority could solve problems and achieve sustainable solutions only through a community development and training process.    

We continued with the community development work and created, for the first time a contract and management agreement of rules and regulations between the Roma and the local authority.  The Roma felt they had been listened to and they had gained some legal rights.  Sadly, later they lost some of the momentum for this work when personalities within the local authority changed.  

There is however now hope as the Roma have their own organisation, which has created a focus for further training and campaigning.  Some of the women are now in employment and campaigning and taking training courses to become trainers.

Gypsies and Traveller Needs Assessments

Roma are at present a focus for research throughout the U.K. as the government recognises that past policies have led to exclusion and lack of provision for this large ethnic minority.  There has been human misery with no homeplace for many Roma and the cost to taxpayers and local government of moving caravan dwellers from unauthorised sites has been expensive. 

In 2004 I undertook one of the largest and what has been proved to be important research into transient Roma in Leeds in West Yorkshire.  This led to establishing regular training sessions for professional development at Northern College.  It is important to recognise that sometimes the people who are working with groups need support and in their jobs of delivering services they also want to change the world.

The professional development support forum provided networking opportunities and training and informal learning about good practice in other areas.  Through discussion and training we were passing on methods of community development and adult education in order that they can work in a way, which encourages active citizenship.

Northern College, just as the Civil College is, is a place of cultural safety for Roma.  

John and I organised ‘awareness raising’ days and the professional development grew into sessions for people, as professionals and volunteers, working in many other subject areas, with groups experiencing disadvantage and isolation.  These days provided a foundation for radical training courses for citizenship and civil renewal.

Anti racist courses

‘Kicking out racism’ training courses were designed, resourcing local groups who wanted to organise against racism in their local communities.  

‘Divided we fall’ was about building skills to make alliances between different groups through finding common interests.  

‘Minorities, myths, media’ a training course examining the way the media rely on promoting myths and stereotypes about ethnic minority groups.  The participants worked out their own strategy for countering the myths and campaigning for a more truthful representation.  

These courses, designed to promote anti racist ways of working, attracted Roma from the region and asylum seekers to England from Iraq, West Africa and The Congo.  There was also a good mix of community activists and professional people.  The courses were great fun and on one occasion we had the most wonderful wrinkly, weather beaten faced Roma woman, flirting outrageously with an attractive young African man, who was flattered and happily flirting back.  They shared the fun, broke down the stereotypes and understood that difference and the oppression they experience, in all its forms is something that can unite them to fight together.  They all returned to their communities with confidence and are becoming active citizens.

ALAC - Active Learning for Active Citizenship

The original fighting racism courses helped us go on to build new experiences and extend our work with the two most disadvantage groups in the UK and Europe at the moment, Asylum Seekers and Refugees and Roma.  Through special funding from the government for active citizenship training, we not only worked with these groups but accessed them to study at first hand, policies, meet politicians and other people who had been experiencing the same oppression and racism.  These courses were taken out of the context of solely British perspective into developing an understanding of active citizenship in a European Context.  

We also secured a small amount of money to travel.  We travelled to one of our partner organisations and the newest Swedish Folk High School, The Glokala in Malmo. The Glokala Folk High School curriculum is covered from both a local and global perspective.  

Visiting Malmo was ideal because it is one of the most cosmopolitan cities in Europe with over 100 different languages spoken.  We offered an opportunity to refugees and workers to experience for themselves and to research Swedish anti racist policy making.   We also designed the weeklong training course so that participants met people who had experienced being an Asylum Seeker or Refugee to Malmo. 

The funding also brought John and I and a party of 12 Gypsies and Travellers, in March 2006 to Hungary to study with Hungarian Roma.  We were welcomed to Hungary and the Civil College by the wonderful brothers Varga - Mate and Tamas and new and established colleagues.  Mate and Tamas organised an amazing trip to many interesting projects including visiting Roma in the North of Hungary in Ozd.  

The British group were a mixture of local activists workers and colleagues like Cliff and Janie Codona, who are not only local activists but also international campaigners.  The challenge of the future, for us all but particularly for Roma across Europe, are to find ways of uniting in their struggle for a place as active citizens in Europe.  

These training courses are a practical example of John and I, as educators in UK working with colleagues in the Civil College in Hungary but also connecting similar places like North Hungary with South Yorkshire.  We all learnt from this international networking and are taking our places as European Citizens.  

Sometimes stretching this professional helping hand pays off in unlikely ways.  John and I have been involved in research in South Yorkshire.  Part of this research has been working with Slovak Roma through our translator Bibiana.   The Slovak Roma have been naturally a little suspicious and I don’t think they have met researchers who are interested in their culture and traditions and who want to celebrate the fact that they are Roma.

I explained to one family that I had travelled and met Roma in Hungary.  The family were friendly and interested and new Roma from Ozd.  Sadly when I tried to thank them in Slovakian I made them laugh is I did not get the pronunciation right.  They helped me out and also thanked me in Hungary.  This was lovely, as I was able to show off my few words of Hungarian.  There was laughter and friendship and I was reminded of the advantages of international networking.
The projects John and I have been involved with over the last few years reinforced the fact that communities throughout Europe are changing rapidly.  This has led to many good things but also to increasing racism and intolerance.  Sadly this has been because of a lack of honest leadership and total political confusion as the hard racist attitudes of many politicians are transferred into institutionally racist policy.

The response has to be that we are not just onlookers in this process but find the small spaces to use our work, community development, research but particularly adult education and training as a way of strengthening anti racist movements and democracy.  These are not just words, in our work we found lots of people who felt powerless as individuals but given the chance to work together were prepared to become involved in their communities.   There is still a silent majority, but the strong vociferous minority who are emerging as active citizens are doing something and they are working together for civil society.  We have a lot of work to do, but a lot to celebrate.

I think Tamas Varga would be very proud of his family; our European wide network of colleagues and the Civil College and also, the fact that over the years, together, the focus of our work has been to actually change society and to continue to build a world where no one is excluded from citizenship.  

"To do nothing in the face of oppression is to side with the oppressor not to remain neutral” Paulo Freire.

Marion Horton
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