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HAO: Review of the James Dillon Group Home, Constanta, Romania

Introduction to Fundatia pentru O Viata mai Buna – Foundation for a Better Life (FVB) and Health Action Overseas (HAO)
The main focus of this report is the James Dillon Group Home in Constanta. However, I include some background on the evolution of Health Action Overseas and its sister organisation, Fundatia pentru O Viata mai Buno to provide a context for the group home. I have also used this opportunity to reflect on developments since the 2003 review of HAO’s programme in Romania, of which I was co-author.
Originally known as Babies of Romania, Health Action Overseas was established in 1990 by a small group of people wanting to address the appalling conditions facing disabled Romanian children and young adults in institutions (Camins Spital). One of the Camins chosen for support was in Negru Voda, a village 45 kilometres from Constanta. Once designated for those considered ‘irrecuperable’
, Negru Voda has since been renamed as a Centre for Neuropsychiatry and Recuperation and Rehabilitation.

Initially, large numbers of self-financing volunteers (up to 30 at a time) came to Negru Voda for short periods of time with supplies and materials to carry out improvements to the buildings. When the emergency phase was over, the organisation began to focus more on improving the quality of life for the children and young adults. Programmes were developed for basic care and hygiene, activity and social skills, while training programmes were provided for the Romanian care staff (infirmieres). By the mid-1990s, basic childcare and building maintenance was handed over to the Romanian staff. The number of volunteers was greatly reduced and supplies from Ireland replaced by local purchases. A number of key Romanian staff members were recruited.

In 1995, a Therapy Centre was constructed within Negru Voda by a British NGO. HAO equipped the centre and took responsibility for staffing and running it. Despite a succession of expatriate volunteers delivering therapy and training to local staff little change was affected on the regime of the main body of the institution. 

Extract from Evaluation of Activity Workers Project

However it was also recognised by the activity workers that most of the [self harm] behaviours, whilst stopping in the sessions, resumed once back in the “normal” Camin environment where they spend most of their time. (2003 Review)
It is also well documented that despite the massive injection of humanitarian assistance between 1990 and 1995, and the scale of international child adoption, the number of children entering institutions began to rise again in the mid-1990s. Economic insecurity was increasing, with inadequate social benefits and a lack of community alternatives for children at risk. In 1997, the Department of Child Protection was created, with the emphasis on decentralisation to county and local level, and on community-based approaches.  This led to improved prevention and a large increase in family and foster care, for example, a five-fold increase in children placed in foster care between 1991 and 2001.

Internal and external pressures have driven the reform process. In 2001, a comprehensive strategy was adopted – Government Strategy Concerning the Protection of Children in Difficulty 2001 – 2004. The main focus was on the closure of institutions, while developing alternative solutions such as foster care and family type homes. There was also much emphasis on the prevention of institutionalisation, by offering alternative services such as day care centres.

In line with this policy, the HAO/FVB group home was opened in 2002 in Constanta for eight young adults from Negru Voda. Later that year, all the children (under 18) were moved from the Camin to a new centre in Constanta under the Department for Child Protection now the General Directorate of Social Assistance and Child Protection.

In September 2004 a Romanian Transition Manger (a long term employee of HAO/FVB and the former group home project coordinator) was appointed to facilitate the move to the new residential units in Techirghiol. FVB is to provide the staff training and preparation for this new facility which was scheduled to be completed in 2004. It is still under construction with no firm date for completion.  

However, the restructuring of services within the Camin is already in train in preparation for the move. ‘Therapeutic activities’ no longer take place in the Therapy Centre. FVB staff members have moved into the Camin to help to develop the modular living units. Residents now develop daily living skills where they live. The effect on the lives of residents has been immediately beneficial (see FVB 2004 annual report for details). 

Changes in Organisational Structure
The name of the organisation was changed to Health Action Overseas in 1995 ‘to reflect a more all embracing policy’ and its sister organisation, FVB, was registered as a charity in Romania in 1999. FVB is the employer of the Romanian staff and the current expatriate general manager. It was set up as a legally recognized foundation in Romania in 2004, with its own memorandum of association. The supervisory council in Ireland was replaced by a locally based auditing company. A new board of management composed of Irish and Romanian members had its inaugural meeting in November 2004. FVB moved closer to autonomy for FVB in 2004 with the phasing out of two expatriate positions. Three of out of four projects are now run and managed by Romanian staff. The current expatriate general manager will be replaced by a Romanian manager in July 2005.

Traditionally, the organisation has operated with small budgets. The main source of income was individual sponsorship, initially of children and now of projects. In April 2004 funding was secured from Development Cooperation Ireland for the pilot project in staff training for the new Community Service and Training Centre in Techirghiol which will replace the institution at Negru Voda (see above). Government grants now represent 57% of HAO’s funding and the vast majority of FVB’s income (97%) continues to be provided by HAO.

Changes since the 2003 review

Before addressing issues specific for the Group Home I feel it will be useful to reflect on the conclusions and recommendations made in 2003 and note the changes accomplished in the intervening 20 months.

The 2003 review noted that HAO/FVB has come a long way from modest beginnings. Its “landmark” achievement was pioneering the group home approach in Constanta.

The review team recognised that HAO/FVB had chosen to work within a seriously flawed system and tried to change it from the inside, while other NGOs have gone for advocacy and the mobilisation of external pressure groups. In the process, it had built up a track record and credibility with local and national government bodies. It had also built up a core group of highly impressive Romanian staff who have worked for long years in difficult conditions for minimal wages (averaging less than €150 per month gross). Over the years skilled and dedicated volunteers have shared those difficult conditions. There had been a lot of training and skill sharing but this had not added up to a coherent training programme leading to accreditation. Thus, many of FVB’s Romanian staff members are in a vulnerable position as they could do the work but did not have recognised qualifications.

Most of the recommendations of the first review have been implemented, with the possible exception of the last, which is providing accredited training opportunities for the Romanian staff.
Mission: HAO/FVB now has a commitment to a rights based, social model approach to disability rather than a ‘welfare and safety’ remit of the past.

Capacity: From a very limited starting point in 2003 FVB’s capacity for coordinating training for the pilot project in Techirghiol is now much enhanced by links made with the Open Training College Dublin and the Ratui Foundation in Romania. 
Networking: In 2003 HAO/FVB had few links with other related NGOs in Romania. Linking with both government and non governmental organisations, locally and nationally, including organisations of disabled people has become a norm. This has raised both the profile of FVB and enhanced its capacity to do more by accessing other organisations’ resources, for example, ESTAUR (therapy through art) and ARAS (health education). The high quality of the 2004 annual report and website also has helped to enhance FVB’s image.

Management: The management capacity of the organisation has been transformed. Under the guidance of the current general manager the Romanian staff members have had the opportunity to develop management structures and protocols. Highly professional support from the Dublin office supports this process.
Localisation: This has taken place in a measured rather than arbitrary fashion that seemed be the case in 2003. FVB has moved closer to autonomy with the phasing out of two expatriate positions. Three of out of four projects are now run and managed by Romanian staff. The current expatriate general manager will be replaced by a Romanian general manager in July 2005.

Romanian Staff: My reservation about the situation of the Romanian staff is that the organisation has yet to fully address the issue of their professional development. FVB has been fortunate to have attracted talented and loyal staff whose capacity could be more developed.
If we had had more training then maybe we wouldn’t be looking outside the organisation for a new general manager.

FVB staff member

The Review Process

This review was commissioned by Health Action Overseas with funding from the Development Corporation Ireland.

The terms of reference required the review to reflect the mission statement of HAO, in particular its commitment to right’s based and social models of disability.

The main objectives were to:

1. To evaluate the organizational, financial and technical sustainability of the Group Home.

2. To review clients’ quality of life

3. To review progress towards independent living.

4.  To provide recommendations for future developments and to assess the future replicability of the group home.

The review should include the following but not necessarily be limited to these issues:

· Collaboration with local authorities/other agencies

· Management of the Group Home

· Current staffing and future staffing needs

· Running costs and current maintenance requirements

· Assessment, monitoring and evaluation mechanisms

· Mistakes made and lessons learned to date

· Other ongoing initiatives in Constanta county

· How does the Group Home relate to national strategy for disabled persons

· Accessibility of future funding from local and/or national authorities 

· Review programme development/technical expertise (specialist care, education and work experience programmes). Person-centred approach?

· Provision of accredited training for staff

· Involvement of service users in making choices about their own lives (provision of opportunities for self-advocacy)

The review was carried out by an external consultant with community disability and training experience. As I was part of a two person team that carried a review of Health Action Overseas for APSO in October 2003 I feel that I was in a unique position to note the significant changes in organisational structure and morale of FVB in the intervening twenty months. Methods chosen for the review process were one to one interviews with key informants and observation and a desk study of relevant materials.
The field work was carried out from 28th May to 4th June. This included several visits the group home in Constanta, meetings with all the residents and staff of the group home, the transition manager for Negru Voda/Techirghiol (formerly group home project coordinator) and the Constanta office staff. Meetings were held with key local government officials, primary school and special school staff and non governmental organisations that collaborate with FVB. I also met with the two employers of three of the group home residents.

The Group Home: Findings and issues
The Group Home celebrated its third birthday on 1st June 2005. It has been an undoubted success. One only has to spend time in the home with the young people to know this. However, the staff members are not complacent and realise that the work in the home is an evolving process – changing as the needs of the residents change.

Initially the young people needed intensive nurturing and socialisation. The degree of care and skill needed to do this effectively cannot be underestimated. Much credit must go the originator and first project coordinator of the group home. 

The following are some of the comments made by the former project coordinator and the house mothers that help to illustrate the starting point in the home and how far the young adults have progressed.

At first we behaved like parents. They needed love and security. Now they can think of their own personal development. Now it seems unbelievably easy. Like we have passed our exams!
There was never enough food at Negru Voda. Residents were always worried about food. They would look at each other’s plates. They could only think about food. They ate so much bread! Now they are no longer obsessed by food. Residents cook their own food or help themselves to food prepared by the house mothers. It is very relaxed.
In Negru Voda they lived in fear of physical and emotional abuse. They were abused both by staff and older residents. They no longer live in fear. There is a complaints’ box where they can make their feeling known and regular meetings with the coordinator and house mothers.

I remember the first day. We put the food on the table. M picked up a bowl of soup and poured in on the floor and got down on the floor to eat it. This is how it was for them at Negru Voda.
When they arrived at the Group Home they had no idea of how to look after themselves. They couldn’t eat properly, didn’t know how to behave or take care of their personal hygiene. They didn’t have appropriate language. M had never washed herself. She had either been washed by staff or other residents. They were like babies – they had to be taken from point zero. At the beginning we were with them all the time. They followed our behaviour. Step by step as they have learned to do more we have introduced new activities. I think that by the next step for most of them will be to find jobs. 

I would be proud to go anywhere with anyone of the young people – they know how to behave.

As the residents’ skills and abilities have unfolded, new opportunities have been sought to meet these needs. 
The current Project Coordinator came at a good time to develop more focused programmes for the young adults taking into account their individual needs and abilities. At beginning all activities tended to be group activities. Residents are now able to follow their own interests. 
Significant events have included: 

· Four residents enrolled in a primary school programme. All have graduated and will move to second grade studies. This is a home study programme supported by a local primary school with a designated house mother taking responsibility for facilitating the residents’ learning.

· Links with a special school resulting in skill sharing workshops and the participation of six residents in the Romanian Special Olympics.

· Links made with other NGOs enabling residents to access their services, including a holiday in the mountains and arts and craft activities.
· Trainings organised for both house staff and residents.

· Residents registered as disabled residents of Constanta and eligible for ‘bus passes. This allows for a greater degree of freedom of movement and access to services in the city.

· Six of the residents registered with the Labour Market Agency. Three currently have jobs (two for more than two years) with two more residents expecting to gain employment shortly.

· Each resident has a personal plan that is negotiated with goals between themselves and the staff.

Collaboration: The collaboration with local and national NGOs, schools etc. is much improved (see Networking above). The school staff, NGO staff and government officials met all praised FVB’s proactive policy of engagement. For example, meetings with the Labour Market Agency have led to the inclusion of the residents on the employment database. All the residents have attended a recently held job fair and will shortly be part of a job fair specifically aimed at employing disabled people. It was reported that FVB is the only NGO to avail itself of these opportunities.
There are not many people like A (group home project coordinator) She came here with six of the residents to register them on the labour market. It is not easy to get employers to overcome their prejudices but A brought the residents to the job fair and made sure that people met them. I contact all the NGOs but so far only FVB have responded. 
Vocational counsellor, Labour Market Agency
Management of the Group Home: The current project coordinator has come at an apposite time to put policies and monitoring structures in place. Her knowledge and experience and contacts with other NGOs and local authorities have helped to move the group home from a nurturing home to a place where residents can have access to experiences that will broaden aspirations.  However, it is important to remember that this is a home and care should be taken not to over structure the residents’ time. 

Current staffing and future staffing needs: The type of staff needed to meet the aspirations of the residents’ needs may need reconsidering. Some of the existing staff with outstanding nurturing skills could move to the new group home where their expertise gained in the transitional process would be put to good use. New staff could be recruited with teaching skills, for example. Different needs will arise with new residents. So far the residents have not had significant physical difficulties. If new residents have additional needs staff will need to learn additional skills. FVB now has a physiotherapist in Galati whose expertise could be called on. One area that could be developed is communication skills for those with difficulty in speaking for whatever reason – physical or as a result of learning difficulties. This is an often neglected and not well understood area.

Running costs and maintenance: The group home is an older style building with its own charm. Current government directives are imposing more stringent specifications for group homes. FVB has this in hand. Improvements to the bathroom are planned and a covered walkway will link the kitchen/dining area with the rest of the house. Volunteers from Ireland will help with improvements and alterations. A small building within the compound is being converted into a semi-independent living space for one of the existing residents.  Residents are helping with decorating. I recognise that the ongoing alterations have been headache. What is good about the home is that it feels like a home. I fear that over-rigorous government specifications will make group homes feel more like institutions than homes.

Assessment, monitoring and evaluation mechanisms: Procedures have been introduced to monitor activities. Activities and meetings are recorded. Handover procedures from one shift to another are in place. House mothers are encouraged to share ideas and concerns in both written and verbal form. Regular staff meetings are held, as are regular meetings with the residents. Codes of conduct have been agreed with the staff and residents and a guest policy is in place. Each resident has his or her own personal development plan with goals negotiated with the staff. This is a common sense way of helping the young adults identify possibilities for their lives. Again, because this is a home, I feel it is important not ‘medicalise’ the residents. It must be obvious that whatever the residents’ initial impairments may have been, it was the dehumanising conditions in Negru Voda that truly disabled them.  It has not been ‘therapy’ that has made the difference to their lives since living in the group home but decent living conditions and loving and respectful relationships with people who have had high expectations of their abilities.
Mistakes made and lessons learned to date: It is difficult to identify mistakes as such. This is a pilot project. It has been a learning experience. FVB were fortunate to have a dedicated person of great personal integrity to guide the group home through its first years. FVB are also fortunate to have attracted the current project coordinator who has a passionate commitment and has brought additional skills just at the time when the intensive nurturing period was less relevant. Residents, secure in having their basic needs met, were ready to explore wider horizons. I believe the important lessons are that this is a home, that the staff always had faith in the abilities of the young adults and that they believed that they would succeed. One criticism voiced was the choice of house mothers as Godparents for the young adults as it may have created divisions between residents and confused the boundaries between the professional and personal obligations of the house mothers. 

In hindsight it might have been prudent to secure a financial commitment to support the home from the local authorities before starting the home. However, in the current financial and political climate this would have been no guarantee of funding being forthcoming. However, properly, FVB continue to pursue this commitment (see below).
Other ongoing initiatives in Constanta: Two group homes are being built by another external NGO in Constanta. These will be run by staff paid for by the local authorities. This is good in terms of sustainability. However, given the local authorities lack of experience there may be issues of appropriate practice. FVB could play an important role in sharing good practice and experience with staff of these group homes. 

How does the group home relate to the national strategy for disabled persons? The group home is entirely in line with the national strategy. A National Authority for the Persons with Handicap (ANPH) has been established directly under the Prime Minister. The Authority is responsible for policy and strategy and implementation will fall to local government and NGOs.  Some key points from the plan illustrate the appropriateness of the group home to national strategy.

1. Objective: ‘establishing of an integrated and continuous system for the protection and support of persons with a disability for improving the quality of their lives’.

2. Aims: reintegration into the community; active participation in society at all levels and in all spheres of daily life; community-based services, assisted by a supportive network of qualified people and provisions.  

3. Framework: Implementation should be a joint effort of the national, county and local government levels and NGOs; the NGOs as service providers and as advocacy groups should play a more substantial role in policy development also.

4. De-institutionalisation: The aim is to dismantle the larger (>75 capacity) residential institutions and to establish smaller specialised institutions with outreach functions; in the short term, 10-15% of the residents should be able to realise a measure of independent living, with the numbers growing later.

5. Training: Training curricula should be developed for the staff of the institutions focussing on the individual rights of persons with disabilities; special attention should be given to skills and qualifications needed for developing personal re-integration plans for the residents. 
6. Tradition: The tradition and culture (including the style of leadership) of the institutions may militate against the building up of new, community-based services; preference might therefore be given to NGOs that do not bear this ‘burden of the past’.
Accessibility to future funding from local and/or national authorities: It is a new thought for Romanian staff to deal with fund raising. A local NGO, CENTRAS, could be useful in helping develop staff skills. CENTRAS runs courses on how to access local, national and international funding for NGOs. As regards local authority funding, FVB have a good relationship with the current Executive Director of the General Department of Social Care and Child Protection. However, the current political and financial situation is not positive in meeting commitments to funding services for disabled people. “Maybe next year” was the response I received to the question of when the local authorities would take responsibility for funding the group home. Such a successful venture should be able to continue to attract outside funding. FVB’s improved management procedures and an attractively produced high quality annual report and website will facilitate this.
The development of the programme in terms of technical expertise: Much of this has already been covered. A nurturing regime is gradually being replaced by one that is helping the residents explore their own potential and to see possibilities beyond the group home. As I have already indicated, I am wary much of the ‘technical expertise’ that has characterised policy towards disabled people. It is this ‘expertise’ that has categorised and labelled disabled people and contributed to their subjugation – not only in Romania. However, future residents may have more complex needs than the current residents. These will have to be assessed and addressed on an individual basis.
Provision of accredited training: This is still an outstanding issue that I hope FVB/HAO will address. Providing opportunities for professional development would be an appropriate reward for talented and loyal staff and will help to build capacity within the organisation.
Involvement of the service users in making choices about their own lives: The ability to make choices comes with experience of life. The more the residents experience the more able they are to make choices about their lives. The mechanisms are in place for them to articulate their views. Each resident has a personal plan negotiated with staff. There are regular meetings. Residents do not fear making their needs known. I hope that the extracts from their interviews in this report are some indication of this.
Conclusions

In the 2003 review one of the organisational strengths noted were the innovative work in establishing the group home and the impressive commitment of the Romanian staff. This remains true. Major changes in the intervening period have been the calibre of the expatriate general managers who have come with the managerial skills and disability and development background to complement and enhance the skills of the local staff and the professional support received from the Dublin office.
Subsequently, there is a very different ‘feel’ to the organisation. Essentially, FVB appears to be on a much firmer footing with a positive vision of itself and the role in can play in spearheading alternatives to institutionalisation. FVB now promotes a right’s based and social model of disability – in contrast to the welfare and care based mission statements of the past. It has a broader vision of disability issues and seeks to change attitudes in society by promoting community-based rather than ‘therapeutic’ solutions.
The main conclusions are addressed below under standard evaluation headings; Relevance, Effectiveness, Efficiency and Sustainability.
Relevance: Almost any alternative to Negru Voda, one would hope, would lead to the improvement in the lives of the young adults now in the group home. However, it is important to look beyond the transference out of one institution into what could still be a dehumanising environment, albeit on a smaller scale. The relevance of what the FVB has done is to provide a model of good practice. It is important that such models exist. The Government has devolved responsibility for deinstitutionalisation to the local government General Department of Social Care and Child Protection. The current Executive Director has a good relationship with FVB. However, in common with most government officials, he has little understanding of disability issues. ‘Therapy’ rather the opportunity to live in the community with access to the same opportunities as any other citizen is the ‘knee jerk’ reaction to working with disabled people. This has, to some extent, been reinforced by outside agencies who continue to promote ‘better’ institutions rather than community based solutions.
Effectiveness: The 2003 review noted that ‘the establishment of the group home is a landmark achievement’. In terms of the improving the lives of the young adults it has been effective beyond most people’s imaginings. However, it is the residents’ voices that show this most clearly. The following excerpts are from one to one interviews. They show not only the residents’ pleasure in their current environment but, for some, aspirations for a more independent existence.
I like being independent and going around by myself. I like working in the kitchen and visiting ESTAUR (art and craft sessions). I like knitting and crochet and selling what I make. I didn’t like living in Negru Voda. I visit from time to time to see the other residents. It wasn’t difficult to move to Casa James Dillon. I am proud of everything that I have achieved since moving here. I would like a job in a restaurant or workshop. I want to stay in this house and step by step make it larger and more beautiful. 
I like being in the house. I like going to the market and working all around the house – cleaning and cooking but not gardening so much – especially when it is hot.

I visit Negru Voda from time to time to see how the other residents are. I go with C in the car and also on the white bus on my own. The residents speak nicely to me but a lot of them are not well. I also speak to the staff.

I would really like to go out for a pizza on my own – without workers. I have my own bus pass and I’d like to go with the boys – well maybe only with S. Some of the boys know their way around town and they could show me where to go, or maybe I’d go with V (his designated house mother) first. I visit her family with her.

I would love to get a job, especially in a cafeteria where they sell cakes. I could clean the floor and the glass and people would speak very nicely to me. I will speak to A (project coordinator) about this. S (a famous pastry chef) speaks very nicely to me. 

I wish that everyone would get on well together. I get along okay with everyone but especially with the boys.” 
 It’s better here at the house. I didn’t like Negru Voda. I like the food here. I like to take care of my clothes. My favourite T shirt has pink and white stripes. I like to walk around the neighbourhood but only with one of the workers with me. I’m very afraid of the cars and of having an accident. I like to cook. M (house mother) taught me how to cook. I cooked lunch today on my own. I like being with C (her designated house mother) best of all. I like washing my own clothes. Most of them go in the washing machine but some I wash by hand. I can use the washing machine but A (young male resident) likes to be the one to operate it. In the future I’d like to have more money so that I could buy more clothes and have my own house. On Saturday I want to have a party as it’s my 22nd birthday. 
Here life is much better than at Negru Voda but I want to move into my own flat. I’d like to live in Techirghiol (a nearby spa town). I want to be on my own and to pay my own bills for electricity, telephone and TV – everything that goes with having my own flat. I have thought about this for a long time – even while I was at Negru Voda. I used to talk about it with the older people at Negru Voda. I am pleased about studying and want to go on to study at second grade. I enjoy playing football and watching it on TV. More than anything I want to have a job and live in my own flat. I want to do more in the day. When I have a job I’ll be able to buy more clothes and get a mobile ‘phone. I need to talk to A and C (project coordinator and house mother) about this. 
I work five days a week in a car wash. When I’m not working I like to walk around this neighbour and from time to time to go to church. I like to keep my room clean and wash my clothes and sheets. Otherwise I’m happy to rest, drink coffee and sleep in my time off. I visit Negru Voda to see friends at the Camin and also to visit people in the village. I was there at Easter. If I could change anything it would be to have my own room. 
(Unlike most of the other residents L did not arrive at Negru Voda until she was a young adult. She had been in an orphanage since she was a baby but Government policy dictated that on coming of age people be relocated to their place of birth. This meant that she was placed in Negru Voda. She will soon be living semi-independently within the compound of the group home)
It was a crisis for me. It was awful. There was a huge difference between the orphanage and the Camin. In the orphanage I had a chance to learn but at Negru Voda there were only kindergarten activities. I cried and cried and went to the office every day asking to leave. After four months I got a place to learn how to be a hairdresser and moved into a hostel sponsored by World Vision in Constanta. It was for young people who went out to work or who were studying. When this hostel closed C (original project coordinator and instigator of the group home) found me a place in the group home. Out of all of the people I knew at the orphanage I am the luckiest. Most of them are on the street now. I like to work – otherwise I wouldn’t do it. I have a proper contract. At the moment I want stay in this job. I like preparing cars and motorbikes for painting. I thank God for C. See what C did for me. I’ve been in this house three years today. She has had 13 years of experience of working with young people. She knows how to calm us down. For my future, I’d love to have a family and work and live in my own house. If I had a baby I would never let it go. I know what it is like to be abandoned. 
Everyone feels great here. I like the house and I like doing school work here. I like cooking. It’s beautiful here. I like my room and my dolls – and my long hair (shorn heads were the norm Negru Voda). Everyone treats me well. I want to stay here.
I like the house mothers. I like making the house beautiful but I don’t do so much at the house because I’m working most of the time. I enjoy my work. The one thing that would make my life better would be to have my own room. 
Efficiency: In terms of what has been achieved in three years for the young adults, the project has been enormously efficient. Within three years the residents are happy self reliant young people with several on the edge of living independently. The total budget for group home activities for 2004 was 45,444 EUR. It seems good value for what has been achieved. This is the first group home in Constanta. It has provided a model of good practice. It has transformed lives of eight young adults. Publicising their achievements has provided opportunities to challenge the discriminatory attitudes that have been so entrenched in Romania culture. 
Sustainability: Good relations exist between the FVB and the relevant local government departments. FVB are now known as an organisation that reaches out to ensure that the group home residents have access to government schemes. Current legislation has begun to favour the employment of disabled people. Since 2002 all employers with a staff of more than75 must employ 4% of disabled people. If an employer has less than 75 employees he or she can employ a disabled person for one year paid for by the Government on the minimum wage. The employer must sign a three year contract with the disabled person. 
If one views sustainability in terms of the lives of the young adults, at least three could soon be living outside of the Group Home with some continued support. This will free up places for other young people from Negru Voda or those that are currently in the children’s home in Constanta when they reach eighteen years. The transference of responsibility for funding places in the FVB run group homes is under negotiation with the local authorities. The current political and financial situation makes this problematic in the short term. However, it is on the agenda.
The residents who are employed could now be asked to make a contribution to their keep and the running costs of their home. This respects their ability to contribute and removes the idea that they will be forever recipients of ‘charity’.

Recommendations

· Recruit the current expatriate general manger to undertake a mentoring role (for up to twelve months after the end of her current contract) for the newly appointed Romanian general manager. This would help to ensure continuity of practice and maintain the vision of appropriate community based provision for disabled people.
· As a matter of urgency initiate a professional development accredited training programme to upgrade the skills of the Romanian staff. 

· Consider transferring some of the house mothers most skilled at working with residents through the transitional stages from institution to group home to the new group home.

· Recruit new staff for the existing group home with, for example, teaching experience.
· Consider other community based initiatives such as day care centres and renting apartments for semi-independent living.

· Make good use of organisations such as CENTRAS to help identify appropriate volunteers and courses such as ones on fundraising. 
· Encourage volunteers such as artists and actors who will help to expand the horizons of the residents of the group home. Resist volunteers such as psychology students who may see residents as ‘patients’ to be assessed.
· Ensure that the group home remains a home whilst continuing to introduce activities that inspire and motivate the residents.

· Offer FVB expertise to the staff that will run Aurelia Trust built group homes and to any other organisation starting similar initiatives.

· Consider the needs of future residents that may be more complex than those of the current residents. The development of communication skills and augmentative communication (symbols, signing etc.) may be an area of training to explore.
FVB has built up impressive expertise in helping young adults transfer from a situation of extreme deprivation into a community setting. It should be justifiable proud of its achievements. 

I would like to thank all the staff of FVB for their support during my visit. I would also like to thank the residents of the James Dillon Group Home for welcoming me into their home, their hospitality and for so freely sharing their thoughts with me.

ANNEX 1

Schedule and Key Persons Met
Saturday 28th May 
Arrive Bucharest and drive to Constanta

Sunday 29th May 
Visit to the group home

Monday 30th May
Meeting with ESTAUR (NGO providing community based services for adults with mental health problems). 

Meetings with group home residents 
Meeting with the group home team leader 
Tuesday 31st May
Meeting with Petre Dinica, General Director of Social Assistance and Children Protection and Valentina Munteano, Executive Director for young adults with disabilities

Meetings with group home residents and house staff
Meeting with Ionica Bucur, Executive Director of CENTRAS (NGO offering volunteer support and trainings for NGOs)
Wednesday 1st June
Meeting with Adrian Sabu, businessman and employer of a group home resident.
Meeting with group home resident at his work place
Meeting with Vasile Ciubuca, Social Assistant at Special School No. 12 and other staff linked to the group home through the ‘Together we Succeed’ programme

Celebration of the 3rd birthday of the group home

Meetings with residents and house staff

Meeting with Dan Relu, employer of two of the residents
Meeting with the group home project coordinator
Thursday 2nd June
Meeting with the former group home project coordinator




Visit to new facility buildings at Techirghiol

Friday 3rd June
Meeting at Primary School No. 1 with the teacher responsible for the residents’ education programme


Visit to the Children’s Cultural Palace


Meeting with vocational advisor at the Labour Market Agency


Meeting with FVB’s office manager


Meeting with FVB’s general manager

Train to Bucharest

Saturday 4th June
Flight to London

� Traditionally, the categorisation and subsequent placement of disabled people in Romania fell into three domains: those with mild deficiencies, considered ‘recuperable’, those with more pronounced disabilities who may be considered ‘partly recuperable’ and those whose disabilities rendered them ‘irrecuperable’. Dunn and Moore (1999) in Disability, Human Rights and Education. Eds. Armstrong, F. & Barton, L. Open University Press


� APSO: REVIEW OF HEALTH ACTION OVERSEAS ROMANIA PROGRAMME. Chalker and Grindle (2003)


� APSO: REVIEW OF HEALTH ACTION OVERSEAS ROMANIA PROGRAMME. Chalker and Grindle (2003)
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