“I am proud of everything I have achieved since moving here”
The progress of eight young Romanians towards independent living   
On April 20th 2002 eight very happy young people celebrated the opening of their new home in the city of Constanta, Romania. It was a modest celebration, with bottles of fanta and biscuits, but a huge milestone in their lives.
These young adults had been living in appalling conditions in a notorious institution in the town of Negru Voda. Negru Voda was synonymous with everything that was wrong with Romanian state care for young people with disabilities. Most of these young adults were orphaned at birth and immediately institutionalised. From that point on they lived in purgatory. As babies they never experienced any maternal care or nurturing. As children they never experienced the security and formation that comes with family life. Little or no education, socialisation, or appropriate care; imprisoned in an institution, ignored by local and national authorities and forgotten by the community from which they came.
Irish NGO, Health Action Overseas, along with its Romanian partner agency FVB, worked throughout the nineties in Negru Voda. Their work progressed from humanitarian aid to severely malnourished children to setting up training and therapy programmes. While these programmes provided much-needed relief, they were never going to solve the problems of Negru Voda, so a decision was taken to get these eight young adults out.
In 2001 a house was purchased in Constanta with funds raised by Health Action Overseas in Ireland. A fulltime psychologist was employed to work with the eight young adults to help them cope with the transition from institutional living. Initially they visited the home on day trips, then for overnight stays, and finally they moved in on June 1st 2002.

The house has a large garden where the residents learned to grow their own vegetables and look after chickens and a pig. Their first Christmas in the Group Home was a big event, with a real Christmas tree. Finally they were beginning to enjoy the things in life that most of us take for granted.
The staff in the Group Home worked tirelessly to help the residents to develop independent living skills. Many small successes mark the way. During their first summer in the home, two of the residents found part-time work in a garage. Now six of the residents are working in the community and have passed literacy and numeracy exams. This is particularly striking when you consider they were labelled “irrecuperable” when they lived in Negru Voda.

One of the residents has now moved into a self-contained flat beside the Group Home. With a carefully designed mentoring programme she is preparing to move on to a fully independent life in the community. Her journey from Negru Voda to this point has been remarkable, and is due as much to her strength of character as it is to the Group Home staff who helped her along the way. “For my future, “she comments, “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.”
Many visitors to the Group Home have remarked on the happy atmosphere there. It has been especially moving for HAO volunteers who remember the awful conditions in Negru Voda where these young people lost their childhood. Irish Minister of State Brian Lenihan, on a visit in May 2006 remarked, “This feels like a real home”. His visit coincided with another important event: finally, after many years of neglect, Negru Voda was closed down, and the remaining residents were moved to more appropriate accommodation. 
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If you would like to find out more about the work of HAO, please see www.hao.ie.

