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Set up by the Education Support Program of the Open Society Foundations, the 

Grassroots Europe for Local Wellbeing Initiative is a collaboration project between 

European community-based civil society organizations active in the fi eld of 

education and social inclusion. It supports grassroots civil society in fulfi lling its role 

in building tolerant, open, and cohesive societies where all children have the right 

and the opportunity to access quality education. Th e initiative, which is based on 

the principle that community-rooted grassroots organizations are the best placed to 

address local issues, amplifi es these community-driven eff orts, and in recognition of 

this was awarded best practice project status in 2011 by the Education, Audiovisual, 

and Culture Executive Agency of the European Union.

 

Th e initiative aims to create partnerships of grassroots organizations because:

 community level organizations are the best placed to reach out to and represent the 

most vulnerable groups of societies, those that are most at risk of marginalization 

and social exclusion, 

 grassroots organizations are instrumental in developing specialized holistic 

strategies supporting children’s performance in school, the development of social 

competences, life skills and fostering inclusion in their communities with a series 

of creative interventions at the interface of formal and informal education,

 the voice and knowledge of grassroots organizations are relatively marginalized 

thus it is crucial to support their joint eff orts and facilitate their communication 

with each other and policy makers.

 

In 2012, participating organizations from Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Latvia and 

Germany were learning about partnership and network. This publication aims to 
illustrate their partnership experiences. 

Th e author, with years of grassroots background, is also a new media communicator. 

He uses the power of digital storytelling and information design to get the stories 
and the people closer to you—and each other. His goal is to make the 

coverages and interviews as informal and direct as possible. No big cameras, no crew, 

just him and some lightweight technology. Hear their voices.
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The Process

“At a certain point, we needed help. We needed a slogan for a campaign. Usually there are two ways 

to do this: a small NGO or a grassroot initiative would collect ideas from their staff  and volunteers, and 

a big NGO would probably pay a communication expert or company to deliver one. We went through a 

process starting with an open forum and ending up with a facilitator. 

First we tried to work it out on a partner meeting, discussed ideas, then shared these ideas in email. People 

who were not present at the meeting, like our volunteer consultants, could comment and add ideas. Th en 

we involved facilitation. We gathered a group of partners and visited the experts, a small communication 

company involved through the network of one of the partners. Th ey were not there to do it for 

us, but to help us do it. It was a facilitated brainstorming where they helped us to think structured, set 

goals and target groups and focus on those groups and target groups. And it worked.”
“We had this crazy episode when we were planning the project. We invited 4 other organizations 

to the partnership and started to plan the mini-project application together. And there was this lady...

It was very diffi  cult to negotiate with her. She had no experience with a project like this nor a partnership, 

but was an extremely headstrong person. She was sending us long texts, with non-practicable suggestions, 

a misunderstanding of partnership and partner roles. Once, when we were  discussing some modifi cations 

in the project plan, she was arguing about her organization’s budget. She said, we cannot make the 

changes because it aff ects her budget. We didn’t understand what she was talking about then. Now we 

think she simply divided the budget to fi ve equal parts as there were fi ve partners. And she thought she 

is in charge of what she thought was ‘her money’. We had hard times before we fi nally decided to leave 

her out; we tried to delegate the problem to a person who is an easy-going and patient negotiator, but she 

gave up after a while.

She is a very good example for the one-man army symptom, very typical for small, grassroot 

organizations. A person who carries all the weight and fi ghts all the diffi  culties that a newborn organization 

faces. Without this person, they would probably fail. A lot of small organizations I know are led by an 

extremely willful person.  One might even call them crazy or obsessive, but it’s a crazy work, and you have 

to be crazy and stubborn and restless to take leadership and carry on. Sometimes you have to be diff erent 

to volunteer for a job like that. So I’m not surprised to meet people who think so—well, diff erent.”
“Our partnership was based on personal relations and trust. I was not negotiating with organi-

zations, but with people I know. And I know them from this network. 

On this (grassroot) level, it’s about the people you know and you can work with. Our NGO is small, but 

professional. When we seek partners for a project we often contact organizations we might not know. We 

know their principles, what they have done before, we might know their former partners... We can start 

up a joint project with a few emails and calls. But this is not how it works with grassroots. 

In this particular case, we knew the people and it was easy to make the roles clear: L. can mobilize local 

CSOs, E. can mobilize pedagogues and educational organizations, we can deliver the training.”
“Th e fi rst partner meeting was a bit messy. One of us was joking: like we were kindergarten kids and the 

teacher had left the room. Initially we started to sketch the project at the national kick-off  meeting under 

very organized and structured circumstances: there was a structured workshop with a facilitator, where 

we have clarifi ed a project idea and the organizations interested in this idea scheduled the fi rst partner 

meeting. And when we fi nally met, we were a little bit ‘out of control’. We didn’t really follow the logical 

framework of the meeting, we started to get lost in details that were too early to talk about. You know, 
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everyone likes to talk about the creative part and skip the preparation and project design part. Th is would 

not be a problem if we had all day. And it’s good that we are so informal. We know each other from this 

network, we have spent some time together earlier, became friends. But we didn’t have the whole day; 

some of us travelled for this meeting from other parts of the country. So the meeting was fruitful in a way, 

but we agreed that we have to be more organized. So one of the partners off ered a facilitator for our 
next meeting. He asked an experienced facilitator, who was kind to volunteer for the task. He came to 

our next meeting and simply prevented us from losing focus. It was very eff ective. I warmly recommend 

it to everyone.”
“We work with sensitive target groups and some of our partners belong to these groups as well. Non-

formal initiatives, self-organized groups of teachers or students or groups related to a church or religion-

related community. It’s not like inviting partner organizations to a meeting, we have to visit them. 

One by one. We ask some of them to give their opinion and some viewpoints. We can ask some others to 

come to our meetings where we design the project. We have to be sensitive and cautious.”
“Learning how to recognize common needs was a crucial part of the process. Recognizing their 

own needs, and comparing them to others was a new experience for these organizations. And then we 

could make the next step: setting goals together.”
“Th ere was this magic moment when the participating organizations realized we can share. During the 

whole project we were concentrating so much on how to show ourselves to a wider public and then we 

suddenly realized that while we were making a catalog of grassroot initiatives, we got to know each 
other. And not just what the others are doing, but what they have. We can share our resources. We are 

all in need of something, but in the same time we all have something. I have good media connections, 

you have a tool, they have a facility for accomodation... We can just share our resources in a network. And 

that was a revelation.”
“We spent a lot of time together, not just with the partner organizations, but other CSOs, 

participants of the project as well. And not just during ‘offi  cial’ activities. We had a good time at a camp 
fire or an excursion. We are closer now, some of us became good friends. And this makes a network 

powerful.”
“We are closer now. With the people in these rural areas and with the local municipalities as 

well. I receive emails now with suggestions or questions, or ‘Hey Kristine, now I know you’re doing some 

good things, I want to stay in touch.’ We moved something.”
“On the closing event of the project we made three evaluation workshops for three groups, three 

diff erent kinds of stakeholders: the mini-project implementers, the participating people and people from 

local municipalities. And the last group was very dedicated. [...] Yes, people from the local government 

usually like to come to these events, show off  a little and then leave. But we made a little trick. We told 

them we have budget only for one minibus for each town, that would take them together to the venue: 

local CSOs, participants of the projects and governmental people. And the same bus will take them all 

back after the event ends. So they had to stay.”





Grassroots in Education
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Who and Why

“My mom created the organisation for the other parents so that they have support to 

recover their child, or to support those parents who weren’t able to support their child. 

Because sometimes the parents, they give up, you know. Th ey don’t have the power to 

fi ght for their child. And she tried to do this with this organisation.”
  Ancuţa Mercea, works with mentally disabled children 

and their parents in Cluj-Napoca, Romania

“Our work with Romani people in extreme poverty is an empowering process—our 

goal is to provide them with a buzz they never experience in their living conditions. 

Th e most important in this cultivating process is communication with us: playing 

together with these children introduces them to how we think about community, and 

teaches us how they do.”
  Attila Galambos, works with Romani children 

in extreme poverty in Pécs, Hungary

“Our work starts with a tea. I just realized that for some who come to us with a case, 

this is the most important part of the process. We off er them a tea, sit and talk… and 

we listen to them. And maybe we go to court with the discrimination case, maybe not, 

maybe we just ask for an apology: listening matters to all of them.”
  Maryam Haschemi, anti-discrimination lawyer, Berlin, Germany

“I am fed up with this: migrants and people of color being subjects of this work, social 

work, advocacy, policy making. I want to empower them so they can act. Because they 

want to and can.”
  Aliyeh Yegane, Life e.V. Berlin, Germany
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“Yes, some of the things we are doing are the state’s duty. But if we waited for our 

governments to understand that, we could wait forever.”
  Ákos Zoltán Végh, Equity Association, Hungary

“Th e antidiscrimination law is nationwide, but the school system is not. Every 

province has its own system and laws. Which makes the antidiscrimination law non-

applicable. Th is is why NeRas, a network of NGOs and grassroots initiatives against 

racism works on a new concept for complaint management.”
  Ines Fögen, Institute for Migration and Racism Research, founder of NeRas 

Hamburg, Germany

“I’m really happy to have grassroots youth organizations from the islands on board. 

Th ere’s no place on these islands the youngsters could go out to. Th ey reach secondary 

school age and they freak out. Th ere are more and more drug problems on our islands. 

Th ey really need us now. Some of the youth organizations have just started, they don’t 

know anything about how they should manage, they only know they are needed.”
  Darko Čop was training Croatian grassroot organisations in Pirovac, Croatia

“Th ese are maybe just little drops, but they can change society. To have self confi dent 

young people who are able to say: this is me, I’m like this, so whatever you think 

– it’s me.”
  Cornelia Pries works for the Association of Binational Families and 

Partnerships in Hamburg, Germany. She is facilitating a club for children for years; 

some of the children she started with are grown ups now.
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M
ot

iv
at

io
n “I suppose I’m the type of person who cannot sit at home… and I just say ‘they don’t 

know how to do things, I would do it better’ or ‘nothing ever happens.’ I go and do 

some things so that it happens.”
  Linda Krumina, Association Iespēju Durvis, Beverina, Latvia

“For me personally, it’s the face to face communication that matters, the individual 

talks with young people. As we know, there is a lot of information. You can fi nd 

everything on the internet. Young people are actually overwhelmed with information. 

But in that ocean of information they have to fi nd something for themselves. Th us the 

individual approach helps them a lot. […] As a youngster you don’t need some kind of 

expert or big words. You need someone who talks to you personally.”
  Zdenka Radić is leading a youth information centre in Osijek, Croatia

“I am an expert by experience. And the children know this. Th ey say: ‘I know you’ve 

been through all kind of crap in your life, so if you say so, I trust you’.”
  László Kereszturi, works with orphans in Pécs, Hungary 

His organization, Faág Association was initiated by youngsters living 

in a social institution: they wanted a place and a community 

where they can lean on each other.

“I have an autistic child, and about ten years ago I found myself leading a grassroot 

association for autistic children and their parents. As a volunteer: no salary, yet full-

time. And sometimes I feel like it’s too much. Th at I reached a phase when I should 

let some things go. But then someone always comes with just a little help and gets the 

engines running again.”
  Jusztina Harterné, Szivárvány Autizmus Egyesület, Szeged, Hungary



Grassroots in Education | 17

M
otivation

“You can’t cheat on them. Th ey are scanning you the fi rst time they see you. Th ey 

love you or they don’t. If they love you, you made friends for a lifetime. If they don’t 

like you, they will be ‘only’ very kind to you. Th is is what touched me when I started 

to work with them. Because they are the most straight people I’ve ever met. Th is is how 

I ended up working with mentally disabled people.”
  Jasna Anočić, Association Zvono, Belišće, Croatia

“Why do I do this? Honestly? I like the company. Good people, special people.”
  A young volunteer at a project event in Told, Hungary

See more Motivation video interviews 

on the Grassroots Blog
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Facts

Croatia

It’s not easy to compare the situation of the CSOs in their 
countries in this project. Instead of a comparison of facts and 
fi gures of civil society in each country, here’s a compilation of 
word-clouds. Each word-cloud presents the phrases and issues 
that were mentioned in interviews and workshops in the given 
country. The sizes of words mark frequency of notion.

Settlements of involved grassroot organizations and actions in 
the project.
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Germany
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Hungary

Latvia
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Romania
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Parallel Stories: Beneficiaries

“Zoran, a Romani man in his thirties, told me how he got engaged with Zvono. He was in the 

communal work program years ago, and Zvono as a public benefi t organization could choose some 

communal workers to help them. Th ey found him extremely useful and he found them really nice 

people. As soon as they had resources to renew the abandoned buildings beside the forest next to 

Belišće, they hired him.

‘I did enormous work alone, man’ he says ‘it was a jungle. Th ese buildings were abandoned for 

decades, you couldn’t see through it. I cleared it in three weeks. Some people from the forestry 

came by and asked how it was done. I told them I did it alone. You’re crazy, they said.’ Zoran is very 

passionate about the people who work in Zvono. He is attached with all his heart. ‘Th ey had some 

money from the Netherlands, but we did much more than the resources would allow. With our 

hands. Me, volunteers, staff  from Zvono, parents of some kids… We built a wonder out of nothing 

Roki!’ He calls everyone Roki when he gets informal.”
  excerpt from the blog post Citadela on the grassroots blog

 

Zvono works with mentally challenged children and youth. Technically speaking, children with 

mental disabilities are their benefi ciaries, and people like Zoran could be defi ned as involved or 

activated individuals of the organization. But isn’t he also a benefi ciary? One can get into the 

communal work program for two reasons: a minor penalty or unemployment. 

Mira Anić, head of the organization says, they choose their communal workers according to the 

expected mutual benefi t: “[...] can we benefi t each other. We often choose youngsters with a 

minor issue—a small pack of weed or doing something stupid on a Friday night—and unemployed 

Romani people.”
With Zoran’s words: “No matter how much you work, how decent you are, you remain a Gipsy. I 

worked all my life to be appreciated in my town, everyone knows me, everyone trusts me, and this 

is why I don’t really like to travel anywhere. Because when I’m not in Belišće, I’m just a Gipsy. [...] 

I’d do anything for Mira and the guys in Zvono. Anything. I worked for them for a few weeks as a 

communal worker, and I loved it there. And they loved me. Th ey wanted to keep me. So when they 

got some money from a grant, they hired me for a year or so. I’m not hired anymore, they can’t aff ord 

it now. I found another job, and I work a lot, I am always tired, but if they’d call me in the middle 

of the night and ask for my help, I’d go. Any time.”
Zoran is not the only one who began as a communal worker and became a volunteer. Especially 

young students, who spend their penalty working for Zvono like to stay and become a member of 

the warm community. Warm is the keyword: these youngsters arrive to a welcoming environment 

that a governmental institution would never be able to provide. And without further eff orts or 

pushing they stay in the community of Zvono—and on the right track. 

Belišće, Croatia

See the blog post and 
video coverage
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“Th is place is similar to the village my parents come from. Th e diff erence is maybe that our village 

is close to Szeged, a nice city. Th is place is far away from everything. And these kids also have mentors 

like we do. Or similar. Th eir mentors are younger: their peers, same age, or 1–2 years older. And they 

help them online. Because this is really the middle of nowhere. Lucky they have internet.”
K. is 12 years old. He is on a visit to Told with the association that mentors him in school. Th ey 

visited a similar organization, with similar benefi ciaries. Actually the children from Told are in much 

bigger poverty, and K. realizes that. He’s sitting on a bench after hours of play in the backyard of the 

community house, drinking a fruit-fl avored non-alcoholic beer from a can. He received it from his 

local peers. Th ere are all kind of soft drinks and food at the event, but his peers wanted to treat him. 

Th e boys went to a nearby house, a house-shop to buy it. Th e village doesn’t have a shop anymore, even 

the mobile shop stopped coming to Told. Th e next shop is 40 kilometers away, and there are not too 

many cars in the village. And fuel is expensive. Th e boys payed almost triple price for the drinks to the 

“Hungarian” (non-Roma) man at the house-shop. And it is considered cheap, because they payed in 

cash not their family’s “credit.” Credit means usury. House shops are illegal, a form of usury.

K.’s parents moved to Szeged from a village in a remote area for a better life. He started his education 

in a “special school,” a school for children who would “set back” the others. Some of them have minor 

cognitive disorders—like dyslexia—or so-called behavior problems, but most of them are simply 

Roma. Th ese special schools, or sometimes special classes are more and more used for segregation 

than development. K. was lucky, and next year he continued his education in a normal school as 

there was an integration program in Szeged. Th e program did not have a solution for individual 

integration, children were simply moved to normal schools. Th is is where a self-organized initiative 

of university students stepped in. Th ey organized a mentor-program.

Th e parents of these Roma children have no trust in state institutions, as they have negative 

experiences from their early childhood. Th ey trust grassroot initiatives, activists who work on their 

development. Trust and confi dence is visible on this event. Th e community house run by Genuine 

Pearl Foundation is full of parents who came to help. Th ey cooked a meal, serve drinks, handle the 

equipment, look after children. And at a point they ask the organizers if they can perform something 

for the guests. Th ey sing and dance. Th ey want to give something in exchange for the previous visit, 

when their children travelled to Szeged and had a wonderful time in theme parks.

“We don’t have a beach here, nor a safari park, let us off er you what we can. Let us sing for you.”a mother says to announce their performance.

Szeged and Told, Hungary



24 | Grassroots in Education

Parallel Stories: Implementers

Ancuţa Mercea is head of a day care center at the organization APAHNP founded and led by 

her mother. She tells her story:

“I started to work with my mom. I am 38 years old, I have a brother who is almost 40. When he 

was 1 year and 2 months old, he got Meningitis, and because there was no right treatment at that 

time [in Romania], he got mentally disabled. Th e specialists from that time said he will be like a 

vegetable his entire life and there is nothing to do for him. My parents didn’t accept this and they 

said no, we have to do everything for our child. Th ey couldn’t fi nd a specialist, because 

everybody said that it’s not worth it. Don’t spend your time and money to recover a vegetable, how 

they said. My parents didn’t give up. 

We were raised together and though I wasn’t aware, I started to work with my parents to recover him. 

[Th e key to] success was that they treated him like a normal person with special needs. And he got 

tasks like me, responsibilities and he treated us in the same way. Of course [it took] a little bit more 

attention from him. And now Florin, my brother doesn’t know how to read and write, but he’s able 

to cook, he’s going to his personal doctor with three buses, he’s very independent. And that’s really 

important.

In 1990 my mom created the organization for the other parents [in the same situation], just to 

provide them support to recover their child or to support those parents who weren’t able to support 

their child. Because sometimes the parents, they give up, you know. Th ey don’t have the power to 

fi ght for their child. And she tried to do this with this organization. She was struggling and when I 

started to work with her—I was 18 years old—I started to help her as a volunteer. I never thought 

I will work with her. It’s very hard to work with my mom, because she’s like a general. Nothing is 

impossible for her and she has very high standards for everybody. For me too. She never treated 

me like a daughter there [at work]. And that’s normal. I started to work with her and I studied 

psychology and I realized that this is my call. And I love to work with this kind of people. Even 

though it’s really hard, because of the situation of NGOs: no resources, no money, no nothing... 

but when you get to see the results of your activity, when you see how many of your—I don’t like to 

call them clients, because it’s so distant, I call them my kids, because I started to work with many of 

them 17 years ago—when you see how much they improve, and how much they grow and develop, 

that is the payback. And if I had to choose again I would do the same thing. Because it’s 

my vocation. 

And you know what I realized: sometimes we are stuck on the idea that we need money for 

everything. But without money, if you have the will and the attitude to do something, you will do 

it. [And it’s important] not to forget that you chose this job to help people. Because there are times 

when everybody is humiliating you when you try to do something or you don’t have the money 

or the resources, you try to give up. If you remember that it’s just the attitude that counts, you can 

do a lot.”

Association for Protection and Help  for 

Mentally Disabled People (APAHNP) 

Cluj-Napoca, Romania

The horrible situation of hospitals and social 

institutions in the Ceauşescu era was well 

known in the Eastern block. 

Video interview 
about APAHNP

Video interview 
If I Had to Choose 
Again, I Would Do 

the Same Thing 
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Cornelia Pries is head of the Hamburg offi  ce of the Association of Binational Families and 

Partnerships. She has her personal story as well. 

“While I studied I got to know a man who was a refugee from Togo. We got married and that 

was my fi rst need to contact the Association of Binational Families. I learned a lot during that time, 

I learned about German family laws, the laws regarding foreigners, and I learned a lot about racism. 

At that time—it was in the ’90ies a short while after reunion of the the two countries—racism was 

very open. It was very common to be assaulted on the street or something like that. 

I did know the organization before. When this fi lm about Betty Mahmoody (Not Without My 

Daughter) was very popular, the Association of Binational Families organized some discussions and 

forums in Germany about the fi lm and the situation of binational families. Th ere is something true 

in the fi lm, but it was made on a resisting way [from only one perspective]. It’s not easy to deal with 

a situation with this if you are in love with a man from Iran and you want to go to your parents and 

tell them, now we want to get married. So I knew at the time that the organization exists, but for 

me there was no need to go there. It was interesting, but I didn’t belong to that [aff ected] group. But 

later I did, it happened, and now I belonged to the target group. So I came to the organization as 
a beneficiary. And now I work here for 11 years. Now I run the branch in Hamburg. It’s a big 

organization, it’s all around the country. 

At the beginning [of our marriage] I felt little bit lonely. I don’t know, it was a new situation, and 

didn’t know how to talk with people about it. And I also had a lot of questions. Is it possible? Can it 

work together? And I knew a little bit about the situation of being a refugee, being under German 

asylum laws, but I didn’t know a lot about it. It was a mixture: I wanted to have information, but I 

also needed some contact to other people in a similar situation. I got to know other young couples 

in a similar situation and we started to help each other, also with everyday things. Not 

everything was organized in the association, but we also carried the association. 

Later I moved to Hamburg. We lived in Osterburg before. When I moved to Hamburg, I thought 

ok, now I’m in a big city, how to get in touch with other people here. So I went to the association 

again. I started to help, organize information evenings, meetings, like meetings for women, little 

workshops. Th at is how I came inside. I started to learn more and more about the things here, I 

started consulting... [I became active,] and when the former employee retired I became head of 

offi  ce. Now I work here full time.

[...] You know about ten years ago I opened a group for parents with Afro-German kids. Th ey were  

small kids then. If I see them now—and some of them are bigger than me now—it’s so nice, because 

I have seen a development. Th e group itself doesn’t exist anymore, but getting to know that they are 

not the only kids like this, getting to know they are not the only family in this situation... they get 

some diff erent kind of power. Th e power to talk about their situation, to talk about racism. Th ey are 

self-confi dent. And this is nice. Th is is something nice to see really, a long development, to see them 

growing up. I wish them the best, I wish they fi nd their ways. 

Th ese are maybe just little drops, but they can change society.” 

Not Without 
My Daughter

Video interview 
I Needed Contact 
with People in a 
Similar Situation 

Video interview
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Croatia

Green and blue meet—one of the media coverages about the Croatian mini-project announced in its title. 

Green Croatia is the agricultural region of continental Croatia, Slavonija and Baranja. Blue is the seaside 

and the islands: Dalmatia. Th e partner and participant organizations of the Croatian mini-project are 

from these two regions. Th e diff erence between them is visible at fi rst sight: Slavonija and Baranja suff ered 

the war and still deals with its social, economical and political damages. Dalmatia took the fast lane right 

after the war: it is a popular touristic region today, but also has its peculiar problems: corruption, extreme-

right politicians, lack of youth policies. 

As the participants of the Croatian mini-project spent a lot of time together, they built strong personal 

connections and used a very informal tone, their opinion was easily mapped at informal meetings and 

occasions where they could speak ‘off  camera’ (off  the record). Understandably, the sources of the quotes 

are not named in this section.

Background
 

“Our city is the nest of Croatian extreme-right. Our mayor is a populist, who uses ultraconservative 

rhetorics and is known for his corruption. His and his family’s businesses get all the tenders and so on. His 

youth policy is very simple: be quiet, stay at home, do nothing. It is extremely hard for us to do anything 

in our youth projects here, we face stout resistance from the local governance whatever we do. It seems 

impossible to set up a community space for youth, because they see it as something evil. It’s crazy, I love 

my city, but I feel like drowning here.”
“Youngsters on our islands don’t have anything to do or anywhere to go out. Like for instance Brač is 

very close to the shore, so secondary school students go home from school every weekend because they 

are attached. And then what? Some of them are sitting in their hometown’s only café, smoke weed and 

play Risk. Especially in the winter. Th ey play Risk all day. Th ey go crazy. Th ere are more and more drug 

problems on islands.”
“I think we were the fi rst association in town that was not a sports club. In the fi rst years of our work 

some locals were jelaous and suspicious of our fi rst successes, then people started to realize that they can 

follow through some of their ambitions, wishes, ideas. By now there are around 70–80 NGOs in this 

small area. [...] Th e local government was supporting local initiatives with some small money. Th ey just 

gave some minor amounts to this or that organization. After a while there was a need to systematize this 

support and make it transparent. So we NGOs or at least most of us gathered and worked out a system 

of transparency. And the mayor politely said ‘of course, it’s wonderful’ and it became offi  cial, works like 

any grant-making system in a small scale: project proposals, evaluation, etc. In practice we go through the 

whole process, it’s systematic and transparent, but as the decisions are fi nalized, the mayor puts his foot 

in: ‘ok, ok, but let’s give some money to this organization and not that one, let’s put some here, take away 

there...’ and we are there again. Th e same situation as before. He decides and that’s it.”

The Croatian organizations in the project are 
all youth organizations of various kinds:

• Working for youth (youth policies, youth 
information, capacity-building)

• Organizations of young people (student 
councils, youth associations)

• Grassroot initiatives organized by youngsters 
(self-organized, volunteer local social, 

ecological, etc. initiatives)

Citadela

Life on the Islands
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Submitted and implemented mini-projects

“In the ’90ies right-wing media and politicians were talking against the civil sector very loudly. Th ey 

said we are mercenaries of foreign interests. And they still do it, although it became clear to people that 

their local initiatives are not something foreign or alien.”
“It is very easy to talk against civil society in Croatia. Recently there was a great fuss about the ‘enormous’ 

amounts that are spent on civil society. Th ere were discrediting articles about the millions the state gives 

to associations ‘for nothing’. And you know what? More then 80% of the that money goes to sports clubs! 

Sometimes for political reasons, sometimes just because a local politician is a fan of the club. It goes for 

football and volleyball and so on. Th e system counts the budgets of all associations together—sports and 

public benefi t all together. And then they campaign against us saying—we swallow all this money and did 

so little. It’s disgusting.”
“When we were establishing the association, we contacted the local authorities. We presented our goals 

and ideas and they proclaimed us as we were a youth wing of a political party. We had to explain that we 

are not connected to any party, we are not interested in politics. Th en we got invited to all sorts of political 

meetings and we declined all invitations, but we made clear that we are glad to cooperate in anything that 

benefi ts the community.”
In one of the group interviews Jasna Anočić, activist of the grassroot organization Zvono said:

 

“Every civil society organization has a hard task to do as soon as they are established: to raise awareness 

and educate the local community. It takes time, but in fact that’s the civil sector’s main assignment.”
Croatian NGOs are in a state of struggle and grant-toxication. Th ey are struggling to get resources 

for their work, and write more and more grant applications for calls that don’t really match their original 

cause or strategy. In the process of its development, the Croatian NGO sector reached the point where all 

the harms of half-baked grant systems are visible. CSOs like the organizations taking part in this project 

play an important role in forming society, solving social issues. More people are involved and active, but 

as Croatian NGOs say, not enough people. Th ey complained about passivity, inactivity, and not knowing 

CSOs and their work. At the same time the CSOs referred to grant projects all along the interviews and 

workshops, as the only way of operation they know. It’s even more strange to hear this from grassroots. 

Th ey have poor relations with the public and obscure foreign resources make the gap even wider. 

Some activist and CSO staff  share the concerns, but from another point of view. Speaking about a 

colleague a participant says:

“He is our most active activist, and he is more and more dissapointed these days. He often calls NGOs 

prostitutes; in the struggle for sustainability we changed our strategies according to grants, and we don’t 

focus on our original goals anymore. He is right in a way.”

See the related individual and group 
interviews with the participants about the 
situation of CSOs and the whole civil sector. 
Some of them are on the grassroots blog, some 
can be viewed exclusively by the readers of 
this publication.

How People See Us 
– group interview

Supportive and Inert 
– group interview about 
the relationship with 
local authorities

You Need Special 
Abilities, Jasna Anočić  
interview about 
project-focused CSOs



30 | Country by Country—Croatia

Croatia faces the problems of a young civil society: most of them typical, some specifi c. Changing the 

paradigm cannot start without the active participation of grassroot initiatives.

Th e Croatian civil society organizations participating in the project are mostly either organizations dealing 

with youth or self-organized youth organizations. Th ey mapped their needs at two national meetings and 

designed the project accordingly. 

Some of these organizations tend to establish info spots, which can be later developed to info-centers. 

Youth information is a supported topic in Croatia, the government sees it as a strategic element of 

youth policy and encourages CSOs to take an active role in it. Youth information is a user-centered 

approach, it adopts as its starting-point the questions and needs of the young people who are its users. 

Youth information centers are open to all young people, without an appointment. Info-spots are a start-up 

version of an information center: they are usually in places that young already regularly visit (community 

centers, cafés) until the organization is able to open a center in a suitable location.

What does youth information mean for Croatians? What are the typical problems they have to address? 

Th e project implementers formulated it like this:

“I think guidance is a good word. Th e work of a youth worker covers counselling, helping them through 

their education, fi rst employment topics, help them to start their adult life.”  Ana Vrsalović, InfoZona, Split

Ana points out that youth policy is at its start in Croatia. It took way too much time for the governance 

to realize they have to work on it, she says. 

“Our youth information work is about providing options to young people, giving them cornerstones 

in their decisions about their future lives from education and employment to leisure activities and 

involvement in civil society.”   Darko Čop, InfoZona, Split

Youth information is also a good opportunity for organizations to be connected to youth policy decision 

makers, to be in a network and to get funds. In their mini-project the CSOs wanted to learn about youth 

information and open info-spots.

Th e other addressed issue was public relations and communication. As in most countries of the Grassroots 

Europe project, CSOs pointed out that they are not known enough in their community and do not have 

enough access to media. Some of them blame people (“inert society,” lack of civil society culture, etc.), 

some blame media and politics for not caring about civil society. Th is is also typical in young civil societies: 

CSOs concentrate their work on their cause and only their cause. Th ey don’t have precedents of a CSO 

with good communication, or know-how and resources. 

Th is problem was addressed with a seminar and a communication component: a documentary and publicity 

events. Th e PR and communication seminar tended to give tools for a startup for small organizations. Of 

course everything doesn’t fi t into a 3 day seminar; the organizers focused only on communication tools. If 

this is followed with a training about content in the near future, they will have a good package for a start.

Project: Empowerment Towards Equal Opportunities

Location: Pirovac, Split, Zadar, Belišće, 
Osijek, Vukovar
Partner organizations: 4

 InfoZona
Split, www.infozona.hr

A youth information centre with an informative 
and cool web portal and a weekly radio 
show for youngsters. They are helping youth, 
inspiring them to be more active in their 
community, informing about the EU, and 
various opportunities in Europe.

 Association Argonauta
Murter, www.argonatuta.hr

A grassroots community organization from 
the island Murter. They have no education 
centre and just started a social business. Their 
main issue is sustainability; e.g. turning the 
community’s main income from mass tourism 
to sustainable tourism. Argonauta wisely uses 
European youth exchange programs in its work. 

 Association CINAZ
Zadar, www.udrugacinaz.hr

The association provides psychological support 
for students with ‘risk behaviour’, encourages 
critical thinking, helps gifted children, assists 
families of children with disabilities. One of 
their best known projects is Lumière, a club of 
young fi lmmakers. www.lumiere.com.hr

 Association ZVONO
Belišće, www.udrugazvono.hr

The Association of Children and Youth With 
Disabilities ZVONO works at community level 
with great support of volunteers and good use 
of the community service program. They have a 
summer camp and a social enterprise. 
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Germany

Th e partners and participating organizations of the Grassroots 

Europe project in Germany are all related to problems of people 

with a migrant background or people of color: discrimination in 

schools, equal opportunities, tolerance, identity, community 

building. 

German civil society is more developed than in other project 

countries: a strong and infl uential NGO sector, developed 

methods of organizational sustainability, advocacy and the 

sector is generally supported by and well-embedded in society. 

However, grassroot initiatives may be diff erent from other 

players of the sector. Th e activists come from diff erent cultures, 

countries without the tradition of civil society or vulnerable 

groups with less self-confi dence and trust. When we are talking 

about civil society we are focusing on this particular part of it. 

Civil Society

“I am fed up with this: migrants and people of color being 

subjects of this work, social work, advocacy, policy making. I 

want to empower them so they can act. Because they want to 

and can.”   Aliyeh Yegane, Life e.V. Berlin

Aliyeh says, there is already a target group ready for mobilization: 

young people with migrant background who would like to act together. As she emphasizes, all they need is 

a little help. Empowerment: know-how and start-up tools, projects that could build or broaden a network, 

connections. She already worked with students in a mentor program. Muslim university students and 

young professionals were mentoring Muslim high-school students to foster their progress in education 

and strengthen their self-confi dence. Th e participants of the program (both mentors and benefi ciaries) 

formulated their will to go further. Aliyeh is sure they are a good outpost of self-organized initiatives.

Th ere are other self-organized groups, like communities of Turkish women, Muslim girls or POC parents 

who meet in a club or church every week, but don’t function as a civil society organization or a grassroot 

initiative. 

“Th e parents who regularly meet in our church don’t understand how the school system works. Well, 

even Germans don’t understand how the school system works. Th ey are afraid or confused when they have 

to advocate their problems.”   Pastor Prince Ossai Okeke, African Christian Council, Hamburg

Terms

PEOPLE WITH MIGRANT 
BACKGROUND
can be migrants, or have 
migrant ancestors; not 
necessarily all, can be one parent 
or grandparent etc. NGOs mostly 
use this term to refer to people 
who have a different cultural 
background.

PEOPLE OF COLOR
(POCs) are visibly different by 
the color of their skin. They 
might not identify themselves 
as people with migrant 
background: they identify 
themselves as Germans. NGOs 
mostly use this term to refer to 
youngsters who were raised in 
Germany (there can be two or 
three generations between them 
and their migrant ancestor, their 
family can be mixed, etc.) and 
may not think of themselves 
as people with migrant 
background.
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Submitted and implemented mini-projects

Th ere are grassroot NGOs like the Association of Binational Families and Partnerships, that provide a 

warm setting for these target groups. An environment where they can act together or simply be together, 

learn from each other and ask for advice. Th e association also works as a lobby organization.

“Th ere are a lot of things they are confused about. For instance how to deal with money [...] how to 

deal with things in daily life, how to get a job [...] how the system works, how to deal with bureaucracy... 

We spend a lot of time together and we run diff erent programs. It’s just good to be together with people 

in the same shoes.”   Cornelia Pries, Association of Binational Families and Partnerships, Hamburg

Th e association is nationwide, has several offi  ces, and is a mixture of self-organized community initiatives 

and a service association; they have staff  who coordinate diff erent projects and lobby activities.

Th e target groups need a different approach in order to be involved or mobilized. Some of them 

come from countries and cultures without a culture of civil society, some of them have less trust in 

institutions (e.g. some parents afraid to act in schools, because they recall the bad experiences from their 

own childhood, when they were treated as secondary citizens), or their communities are closed. Some of 

them also experienced concepts and policies that didn’t seem to work. For instance the term integration 

is no longer used by NGOs who work with migrants and POCs. 

Making the target groups and benefi ciaries able to act for themselves and be active in civil society is part 

of a much more progressive concept than integration.Th e solution to the confl icts is not melting them in 

but empowering them to play their active role in an open society.

Background

“Not everyone in the NeRas project is involved in an organization. For instance there is a school social 

worker. Th e school didn’t send her to work for NeRas [it was her own choice]. And of course we have 

diff erent backgrounds in NeRas. Diff erent backgrounds, diff erent points of view. [...] Th e problem [of 

racism in schools] is big enough to focus diff erent people together.”  Cornelia Pries, Association of Binational Families and Partnerships, Hamburg

“You have to watch out how you are talking to the parents and the pupils. [...] Th ere is so much to 

think about, if you are going to react, how you are going to react, what does it mean for the kid if it’s in 

the school the next day and has to meet the teacher again.”  Maryam Haschemi, anti-discrimination lawyer, ADNB, Berlin

“After my six-year old boy has been mobbed by his classmates in school he complained to his teacher 

who didn’t do anything. When it occured again and he hit back, the teacher victimised him and sent to 

the ‘Room of Respect’ (a kind of punishment). After this my son went crying to the school being afraid 

of getting mobbed and having to spend time in the Room of Respect again. Although using the word 

“punishment” against children is forbidden in Germany, the teacher explained they are overloaded and 

they can solve such situations only with punishment.”  a story told by a mother in a club of Muslim mothers
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Project: Protection for people affected by discrimination 
in schools—Complaint management in schools

Th e mini-project is about racist discrimination and fi nding a way to report the cases.

“We don’t have enoough data. Th ere’s no report about discrimination, no data we could use,” says the 

coordinator of the mini-project Ines Fögen, who works in iMiR, the Institute for Migration and Racism 

Research. Th ey initiated the founding of NeRas, a network of NGOs and grassroot initiatives against 

racism three years ago and their main issue is racism in schools.

“Th e schools are not obliged to report and there is no way for us to get in and research,” she explains. 

German laws restrict who can enter schools and how. It’s not easy to write a shadow report or gather data 

about the school system, while there is no relevant public data available. Th e federal system makes things 

even more diffi  cult. 

“Th e anti-discrimination law is nationwide, but the school system is not. Every province has its own 

system and laws. Which makes the anti-discrimination law non-applicable.”
Th is is why NeRas works on a new concept for complaint management. A system of  helpdesks where 

every single case can be reported and examined, possibly mediated as well.

Th is project is about involvement and consultation: all stakeholders, children, parents, social workers, 

NGOs are consulted on how this complaint management system should operate. 

“For instance, on forums for parents we learned that the offi  ce should not be in the school. It is 

important that it is part of the school system, so it has access, but it shouldn’t be in the school.”
“Children face discrimination on a daily basis, and what’s worse, the ones who 

discriminate don’t even realize. Th ey don’t see it as discrimination or racism.”
Ines says “It’s from everyday little things to unoffi  cial segregation. For instance a Muslim 

girl would ask if she can open the window because it’s getting warm and the teacher 

answers: Take that scarf off  and you will not be warm!”
It’s more and more common that teachers or peers call migrants or people of color names, 

act rude with them and are open about their vision of their future: they should go to trade 

schools and shouldn’t think about higher education. 

“You can be my car mechanic, but don’t be my doctor,” as Pastor Okeke puts it.

Th e concept of the complaint management system is improving week by week; some suggest that the 

offi  cers working in the helpdesk offi  ces should be mostly people 

with migrant background, so benefi ciaries would trust them 

more and they should probably speak some languages, others 

suggest that self-organised parental groups should be more 

active. Every player adds a diff erent input to the process.

“It is important to start a complaint management system 

because we have to deal with this and we need the proof, the 

reports, to know where to start.”
Hijab by country, Wikipedia

Location: Hamburg, Germany
Partner organizations: 3

 Institute for Migration and Racism 
Research (iMiR)
Institut für Migrations- und Rassimusforschung 
e.V. (iMiR)
Hamburg, www.platform.imir.de

iMiR is an independent research institution in 
the legal form of an association. In terms of 
research, a qualitative approach is particularly 
important because it gives access to the world 
of the people affected by migration and racism. 
Based on qualitative empirical research, the 
Institute developed sociological theories that 
explore the space of possibilities for change.

 Counselling Center for Equal 
Treatment—against Discrimination (ADNB)

Antidiskriminierungsnetzwerk Berlin des 
Türkischen Bundes in Berlin-Brandenburg 
(ADNB)
Berlin, www.adnb.de

ADNB is a counselling center 
for people with a migration 
background and People of Color 
with a multi-ethnic team that 
provides advice and support in 
cases of discrimination on the 
basis of ethnic origin, religion, 
handicap, gender, age, sexual 
identity or for any other reason. 
They support their benefi ciaries’ 
right to social, legal and political equality. 

 NeRas—Network Against Racism in 
Schools
NeRaS—Netzwerk Rassismus in Schule
Hamburg, www.neras.de

NeRas is a network of NGOs, grassroot 
initiatives and individuals against racism 
founded three years ago. Their main issue is 
racism in schools. It operates in Hamburg, 
Frankfurt, Berlin, München, Fulda and 
Düsseldorf. 
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Hungary

National kick-off  meetings, where the project and the idea of mini-projects were introduced to the 

participating organizations were a little bit diff erent in each of the fi ve countries.Th e Hungarian kick-off  

meeting excelled in its methodology: it was rather a guided workshop then an open forum. Participants 

were guided through a process of understanding of the mini-project concept, what partnership is and 

what the roles of partners in a partnership are, how to recognize common needs and interests and how to 

address common goals.

Civil Society

“Th ere is still a big misunderstanding in Hungary about how democracy works. Unfortunately a lot 

of people willingly adopt the idea of letting the government do everything. You just have to pay your 

taxes and daddy will spend them wisely and take care of everything. And the present government promotes 

this idea.”   participant of the IKSZ training for CSOs in Pécs (asked for anonymity)

“For some people, activism and volunteering is a form of resistance. A rebellion against the insensitivity 

and passivity that has prevailed in this country.”  comment on the online forum of self-organized philanthropists ‘Újlipót segít’

“In my opinion Hungarian society has a phony notion of civil society. Hungarian civil society 

organizations’ work now starts to shape like the Western-Europeans in the ’60ies, when civils demanded 

to take part in decision making. Th is concept is absolutely what we, young civils call for. We don’t want 

to be seen only as philanthropists but a group of active citizens, who demand the rights to play an active 

role in social process. Th is position is not present in Hungarian society.”  Attila Galambos, activist, Pécs—involved in: 

Pécs-Normandia Lions Club, Zöfi , Faág Association, Critical Mass

“We’ve seen the same scenario over and over. A local grassroot initiative is born—three mothers with 

mentally challenged children or three teachers and a social worker who see children in poverty—they 

start to do something about it because nobody else will. Or they don’t agree on how it’s done. And they 

gather a team of volunteers and do it. And a year later they want to do more and then someone from a 

formal NGO will give them advice: form an association, go for grants. And they start the whole vicious 

circle: thinking in projects, slowly losing the original mission and getting into this pit of fi nancial and 

management struggle and grant prostitution.”   Ákos Zoltán Végh, Equity Association, Budapest 

“We are struggling for survival in organizations like ours. And there are too many gracious helpers who 

want to help us with trainings. I’ve been to numerous trainings that made absolutely no sense, except, 

maybe spending some grant money. Th e last time I was attending a training in Budapest, I got so angry! 

Th ere was this woman, some kind of marketing practitioner, with a pointless presentation about target 

groups. I’m not saying I don’t want to know how to target my audience or supporters. I know I have to. 

But this presentation had nothing to do with us. I’m sure she has never seen an NGO before, it was not 

adapted for us. Th ey just... you know. Probably needed someone to talk about the topic and that was it. 

Interview with 

Attila Galambos
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I was furious! Th ey were wasting my time! I had to travel to Budapest for this. We are struggling to help 

these people here day by day and they waste my time for nonsense. 

[...] I know we have to have better management and fundraising from private sources, and so on. But I 

don’t see trainings as solution. Most of us are fed up anyway because we had too much bad experience. I see 

the solution in some kind of external network. Th ese organizational structures need a start-up. A group of 

experts could start-up something for us that we could carry on. Th is year, when we were in serious trouble, a 

self-organized network of volunteers supported us. Th ey were fundraising, helping out in communication, 

etc. And maybe taking this to a more organized or professional level would do.”  Nóra L. Ritók, Director, Genuine Pearl Foundation, Berettyóújfalu

“Like the TV-show with Gordon Ramsay. Th e one when he goes to a scruff y restaurant, takes over for 

a few weeks and renews the kitchen, the management, the menu. When he leaves they can carry on with 

the things he started.”   Dániel Kovács, Vitakultúra Association, Budapest

Submitted and implemented mini-projects
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Project: IKSZ Trainings
IKSZ (Iskolai Közösségi Szolgálat—Community Service in Schools) is a new concept that is 

regulated by a law that comes into eff ect in 2013. It obligates students to serve 50 hours of community ser-

vice before fi nishing secondary school. Th e law is an “overnight regulation,” it was rushly framed, without 

suffi  cient preparation and consultation. It doesn’t clarify what is considered as community service, who 

guarantees safety or professional supervision, etc. As one of the project participants stated: 

“Rumor has it that while visiting her mother in a twilight home, Rózsa Hoff mann [the under-secretary 

of education] remembered something she once saw on a conference: pictures of secondary school students 

reading out loud to elders somewhere in Northern Europe. And the next day she gave the orders. Two 

months later here we are: in panic.” 

As from next year high-school graduation cannot be fulfi lled without accomplishing the 50 hours of 

community service, pedagogues and some civil society organizations are concerned. Are pedagogues co-

ordinating this? How and when? Will they try to decrease their new responsibilities by trying to involve 

CSOs? Do CSOs have capacity?

DIA, the Foundation for Democratic Youth has been researching the possibilities of community service 

in schools for years. Th ey know how it works in other countries, they ran pilot projects with students and 

educators and measured feedback. Th ey presented their results and recommendations to the Ministry of 

Education, but these were not taken into consideration in the process of making the new law. After the 

bill was adopted, and the implementation started, DIA started to indicate the problematic issues to the 

Ministry. Th ey indicate non-realizable, non-manageable issues practically week by week and negotiate. 

Th e project was a red cross parcel to a stinging situation. DIA delivered trainings based on their experience 

and results to both players: pedagogues and CSOs in Pécs, the 5th biggest city of Hungary. Clear partner 

roles, simple and clear project design made this project a good answer to a concrete problem. 

“Th e training for civil society organizations worked out more like a workshop than a training. Th e 

participants were proactive and focused on working together on solutions. It resulted in very practical 

suggestions and learnings on how CSOs should deal with the demand to receive students, what kind of 

activities they can off er and how to manage community service.”
  Rita Galambos, trainer, 

Director of Strategic Development at DIA

“Th e situation is maybe hard because of the rush and perplexity, but CSOs realized that this is a good 

opportunity to strengthen their social embeddedness. Th ey have a chance to involve students and educate 

a rising generation for themselves. New supporters, who will understand their work and become attached 

to their cause.”
  Attila Galambos, a teacher and activist 

involved in numerous CSOs in Pécs, participant of both trainings

Location: Pécs, Hungary
Partner organizations: 4

 DIA—Foundation for Democratic Youth 
(Demokratikus Ifjúságért Alapítvány)
Budapest, www.i-dia.org

DIA is promoting youth service, debating 
(European Structured Dialogue and National 
Youth Council) and working in policy and 
strategy development in the areas of citizenship 
and global education.

 Faág Association
(Faág Baráti Kör Egyesület) 
Pécs, http://www.faagbk.hu

A small grassroot organisation that provides 
a space to a self-organized community of 
youngsters who grew up in social institutions. 
The association works according to the needs 
and demands of the youngters involved.

 Szămă Dă Noj!—Take Care of Us!
Pécs, http://www.szmca.hu

A social development organization working 
in micro-regions, involving benefi ciaries, 
developing community spaces, helping in social 
issues, running social integration programs.

 The Volunteer Centre of Baranya County
Pécs, www.onkentescentrumok.hu

A local member of the network of volunteer 
centers set up by the National Volunteer Centre 
Foundation in 2009.

Coverage of the 

trainings
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Project: The First Chain Link
Location: Szeged and Told, Hungary
Partner organizations: 3

 Genuine Pearl Foundation
(Igazgyöngy Alapítvány)
Berettyóújfalu, www.igazgyongy-alapitvany.hu

The foundation focuses on disenfranchised 
children. The primary activity was talent caring 
and the organization got slowly involved in 
social issues. The foundation started developing 
a prominent social inclusion model in the 
last years and acquired a large group of self-
organized supporters all over the country.

 Shero—Roma Youth Association of the

Dél-Alföld Region
(Shero Dél-Alföldi Roma Fiatalok Egyesülete) 
Szeged

Shero is a self-organized association of Roma 
youth and students that aims to help their 
peers to gain access to education and a better 
life.

 Motiváció Association
Motiváció Egyesület
Szeged, https://www.facebook.com/Motivacio
HallgatoiMentorprogram

Motiváció Association is a grassroot 
organization of student mentors. In 2007, 
when a primary school for Roma children 
in Szeged was closed down due to a 
desegregation program and the pupils were 
integrated to other schools, a group of 
university students started the Motivation 
Mentor Program to foster their catch-
up. The program became a best practice, 
was awarded with two social integration 
awards and expanded to other towns like 
Hódmezővásárhely.

Th ree organizations in two towns dealing with the same issues (mentoring Roma children and improving 

their education) connected their benefi ciaries and their organizations in this mini-project to improve 
their competences and exchange experience.

Competences of beneficiaries: Roma children living in diff erent environments had a chance to see 

each other and improve their social competences. 

“Th e children living in a remote rural area don’t have the necessary social competences to deal with 

situations outside their own cultural and social environment. Going to a school, a social institution 

or taking a job outside their community (a bigger town or city) is very hard for them because their 

communication and understanding of the world is so diff erent. Th is makes the social gap bigger for them. 

Meeting Roma children of their own age from a big city is a good fi rst step for them.” 

One of the coordinators of the mini-project, Tamás Veress (Genuine Pearl Foundation) explains: 

“Also, the children from the city have a better understanding what is going on in these remote areas if 

they spent some time together with their peers.”
Competences of the organizations: the two organizations from Szeged meet on study visits with 

the foundation in Berettyóújfalu. As Valéria Kelemen (Shero Association) puts it: 

“What we do in Shero and Motiváció is so close to Genuine Pearl Foundation’s work. We work in the 

same fi eld, deal with the same problems, both of us had to develop our own methodologies. It’s so obvious 

that we have to share our experiences and learn from each other.”
Th ere were 4 visits in the mini-project; 2 buzz-visits when the children visited each other and 2 study visits 

when the organizations visited each other for an experience exchange.

“Th e excursion to the wild-park [in Szeged] was awesome! We had such a good time together!” a little 

boy from Told says zealously. His mentor, a young volunteer of Genuine Pearl Foundation explains: 

“Because they were together with the kids from Szeged. Our children were so loose and easy, it was so 

good to see them like that. If we took them to a big city by themselves they would be lost and frightened 

no matter how interesting the theme park is.”
“Th e study visits were really fruitful for both sides.” 

Valéria Kelemen states: 

“We have seen diff erent approaches and similar solutions to the same problems and we have a good 

grounding for further exchange.”
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Project: Pilot Project for Development 
of Methodology for Community Service in Schools
Location: Bag and Miskolc, Hungary
Partner organizations: 4

 Blue Line Children Chrisis Foundation
(Kék Vonal Gyermekkrízis Alapítvány)
Budapest, www.kek-vonal.hu

Blue Line Children Crisis Foundation was 
created in 1993 to give the immediate 
opportunity to children and young people to 
ask for help and to share their problems and 
thoughts. Their slogan has been the same for 
18 years: children need to be listened to and 
adults need to be assisted in order to be able 
to do so.

 BAGázs Association
(BAGázs Egyesület)
Bag, www.bagazs.org

The volunteer-based organization uses 
the methods of non-formal education and 
volunteerism to enable the youth of Bag to 
work towards their self-defi ned goals in order 
to break out from the poverty trap that defi nes 
their current lives. Bag is a village of about 
4500 inhabitants in Hungary (43 km from 
Budapest). It has a settlement of about 500 
Roma people, living entirely segregated from 
the central part of the village. Their work is 
linked to this settlement.

 Academy of Experience Association
(Élményakadémia Egyesület)

The association takes part in experimental 
educational projects. They organize experience 
trainings, connected to rock climbing, raft 
building, river crossing etc. During adventurous 
programs experience serves as a tool in self- 
and community development. They have 
several social integration projects: the Gipsy 
Camp, From Us to You, Open your doors.

 DIA—Foundation for Democratic Youth 
(Demokratikus Ifjúságért Alapítvány)
Budapest, www.i-dia.org

DIA is promoting youth service, debating 
(European Structured Dialogue and National 
Youth Council) and working in policy and 
strategy development in the areas of citizenship 
and global education.

Th e goal of this mini-project was to design a methodology to implement community service in schools as 

a possibility for social integration. Th e idea is that a proper methodology would make it possible for CSOs 

working with disenfranchised and marginalized benefi ciaries to receive students as community 
service workers and meet the marginalized target groups during the community service. Th e 

objective is a better understanding of these groups and their problems. 

Th e pilot project included a training of two CSOs (Blue Line and BAGázs) to be able to receive students for 

community service. In the second phase, the project implementers involved students to the development 

process: they were prepared to able to take part in community service in an environment so diff erent 

than their own and they were involved in designing the program activities in order to make them a good 

experience they can share with their peers and promote such community service activities in their schools, 

families and communities.

Th e project had a focus on feedback and evaluation 

of both the trainings and the community service.

Community service activities were realized in 

October 2012. 10–15 students were involved in 

the work of BAGázs, and 3–4 students in the work 

of Blue Line.

Th e mini-project implementers evaluated the 

activities as successful, feedback was positive. 

RISKS
Involving students in community service 
where they can meet marginalized groups, 
may result in reluctance. On the IKSZ 
training of the other Hungarian project 
dealing with community service in schools 
(see previous pages), teachers phrased 
concerns and even prejudices: “We are 
responsible for the children, we cannot let 
them go to places like Roma communities, 
where they are not safe.” or “What would 
the parents say if I wanted to send their kids 
to work with marginalized people?.” This 
mini-project tries to fight these concerns 
and prejudices by a first icebreaker group 
of students who are open to the causes 
and capable of promoting the activities by 
sharing their experiences.
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Project: 3 in 1—Together in School
Location: Pest county, Hungary
Partner organizations: 3

 H2O Program
Foundation for Digital Equal Opportunities 
(Digitális Esélyegyenlőségért Alapítvány 
Budapest, http://h2oktatas.hu/

The H2O Program is based on an alternative 
methodology developed at Stanford University, 
that makes it possible to teach disadvantaged 
children integrated, together with others. The 
program’s goal is to train teachers, involve 
schools and disseminate the method. Currently 
the H2O method is implemented in 10 schools, 
by 231 teachers and 1918 students.

 UCCU Roma Informal Education 
Foundation
(UCCU Roma Informális Oktatási Alapítvány) 
Budapest, www.uccualapitvany.hu

The goal of the initiative is engaging Roma and 
non Roma youth in conversation in order to 
expand the horizons of youth and change their 
stereotypical, discriminative way of thinking. 
The core of the program is a 90 minute class 
aimed at secondary institutions, implementing 
informal educational methods revolving around 
information about Roma society. These classes 
are held by volunteering Roma youth.

 Vitakultúra Association
(Vitakultúra Egyesület)
Budapest, www.vitakultura.hu

The association is a community-builder initiative 
focusing on dialogue. They work in unique 
ways: intercultural dialogue through arts, social 
dialogue theatre, consultancies for CSOs.

Th e 3 in 1 project is a roadshow in schools where the H2O method is implemented. Th e 3 partners off er 

a ‘package’ for the schools they visit: 

• the non-formal workshop about Roma people held by UCCU’s Roma volunteers,

• a forum for parents about the H2O method involving the children from the classes where the method 

is implemented,

• using Vitakultúra Association’s playback theatre method to urge and facilitate reactions and opinions.

“Th e mostly referred concern of parents is that the method that works for disadvantaged children would 

be a downgrade for the ‘normal’ children. We were trying to convince them before, using the research data 

and showing them results. But they were not convinced. Th ere was no dialogue between us.”  Tünde Fatima Rácz, H2O Program Coordinator

“Imagine, after a long day at work, you have to go to your child’s school and watch an education 

expert’s Powerpoint presentation for two hours. And after it they will ask you: any more comments? [...] 

We wanted to create something that is closer to a dialogue. We found the playback theatre method most 

suitable.”   Dániel Kovács, Vitakultúra Association

“Th ere was this magic moment in the workshop, you know when I said: and I am Roma too. And a 

little girl shouted ‘Me too!’ And she was so proud! She was sitting in her classroom and she was proud of 

being Roma. Th is is why I love to do this.”   Attila Varga, volunteer, UCCU Foundation 
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Project: Give Them a Lift!—Campaign for the Acceptance 
of Integrated Education

Th ere is a lot of fear, misconception and prejudice around the concept of integrated education in Hungary. 

As a heritage of the socialist past, segregation of ‘diff erent’ (challenged or disadvantaged) children is 

considered normal. Only alternative, mostly private educational institutions were successful in integration. 

Educational civil society organizations and independent institutions criticize the new educational 

regulations. Th eir opinion is that the new regulations do not serve the cause of integration and an open 

society, but widens the gap between diff erent groups of society. Segregation is even made easier. 

Th is mini-project is based on the revelation that small, especially grassroot organizations can fi nd a way 

to speak up together even if they work on diff erent fi elds or with diff erent target groups. Th e partners 

designed a campaign for integrated education: a video ad, a documentary and a series of forums for 

parents where both fi lms are presented and discussed.

“Th ese grassroot initiatives [we met in the Grassroots project in the last two years] all have their private 

little fi ghts. A local initiative started by three mothers who have autistic children doesn’t think about 

the common goal they have with others who work with Roma or deaf or disabled kids. But they have a 

common goal and coordinated action could make a change.”   Ákos Zoltán Végh, Equity Association

“In the short fi lm we are showing diff erent diff erences in a kindergarten 

situation. An autistic boy, a girl with lactose intolerance, a left-handed 

child... In the longer one we are showing their parents and a complex 

introduction of the problem.”   Flóra László, UCCU Foundation

“It’s so good you are doing this. I am facing it from our point of view and slowly I realized, the whole 

system is the problem. It’s complex, and can’t be examined from one view only. It’s about the whole 

concept of integration in education. And people have to understand that.”  one of the interviewees, a mother of an autistic child 

Location: Nationwide
Partner organizations: 5

 UCCU Roma Informal Education 
Foundation
(UCCU Roma Informális Oktatási Alapítvány) 
Budapest, www.uccualapitvany.hu

The goal of the initiative is engaging Roma and 
non Roma youth in conversation in order to 
expand the horizons of youth and change their 
stereotypical, discriminative way of thinking. 
The core of the program is a 90 minute class 
aimed at secondary institutions, implementing 
informal educational methods revolving around 
information about Roma society. These classes 
are held by volunteering Roma youth.

 Vitakultúra Association
(Vitakultúra Egyesület)
Budapest, www.vitakultura.hu

The association is a community-builder initiative 
focusing on dialogue. They work in unique 
ways: intercultural dialogue through arts, social 
dialogue theatre, consultancies for CSOs.

 Equity Association
(Equity Méltányos Közoktatásért Egyesület) 
Budapest, www.equity.org.hu

Equity is a grassroot initiative of education 
experts and educators working in different 
programs and campaigns for integration 
in education and equal opportunities. They 
joined their forces in 2010 and established an 
advocacy think tank that fi ghts for better public 
education policies. 

 DemNet Foundation for Development of 
Democratic Rights
(DemNet Demokratikus Jogok Fejlesztéséért 
Alapítvány) Budapest, www.demnet.hu

DemNet develops participative democracy in 
Hungary and developing countries on different 
levels: community building, developing civil 
society from local grassroot initiatives to non-
governmental organizations and the civil sector 
as a whole.
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 Motiváció Association
(Motiváció Egyesület) 
Szeged, https://www.facebook.com/
MotivacioHallgatoiMentorprogram

Motiváció Association is a grassroot 
organization of student mentors. In 2007, 
when a primary school for Roma children 
in Szeged was closed down due to a 
desegregation program and the pupils were 
integrated to other schools, a group of 
university students started the Motivation 
Mentor Program to foster their catch-up. 
The program became a best practice, 
was awarded with two social integration 
awards and expanded to other towns like 
Hódmezővásárhely.

PSA: public service announcement or 

public service ad—messages in the public 

interest disseminated by the media without 

charge, with the objective of raising 

awareness, changing public attitudes and 

behavior towards a social issue. 

(Source: Wikipedia)
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Case Study
Project: Give Them a Lift!—Campaign for the Acceptance of Integrated Education

Th is mini-project excels with careful preparation, needs assessment and conscious involvement of third 

party assistance.

Th e preparation of the mini-project dates back to the national kick-off  meeting and previous activities 

where Hungarian organizations had the chance to meet. After the 2012 national kick-off , where the 

idea of the project was born, the partners consequently took into consideration the needs of the other 

Hungarian organizations they got acquainted with. Th e basic idea behind the mini-project is a campaign 

that unites all the voices of organizations aff ected in a campaign that explains why integrated education 

is better for everyone. 

Separate voices can change some policies on a local level, but that’s not the solution for the problem. 

Moreover, separate voices refer only to one of the many actors’ point of view. A campaign with a 
holistic approach can be a real eye-opener: the fact that so diff erent stakeholders agree on what has 

to be changed is a powerful argument. Although there were only 5 partners in the partnership, they 

have taken into consideration aspects, arguments, and needs of many more organizations from the 

Grassroots Europe for Local Wellbeing Project. 

1. At the national kick-off  meeting the fi rst concept idea of the mini-project was under elaboration. Th e 

idea was clarifi ed fi rst. Potential partners were discussing all project ideas at the meeting, in diff erent 

workshops. Th is made it possible to collect the contributions of all organizations present.

2. During the mini-project steering meetings the project partners often indicated the needs and interests 

of the other Hungarian organizations, recalled their remarks made during the Grassroots Europe 

Project. 

3. During the project implementation the partners consulted other NGOs in every signifi cant phase of 

the project.

Consulting was generally a central element of the mini-project. Th ird party consultants and partners 

were involved from diff erent fi elds: civil society development, communication, journalism, advocacy. 

Th e networks of all partner organizations were capitalized upon exquisitely. From needs assessment and 

campaign strategy to the slogan of the campaign or fi lmmakers, all kinds of external experts were involved 

pro bono or at minimal cost. Th is is a good example how grassroots initiatives can be eff ective. In a 

similar situation a ‘professional’ NGO would probably get a little bit lower prices than the market value, 

or could get pro bono services as support or a corporate responsibility activity of companies, but with 

much more eff orts and time. Th e decision making process of such sponsorship can be time consuming 

and complicated. Th e way grassroots use personal contacts and ask help for a cause, as in this case, 

is much more informal and easy-going. 

With all the help, the implementers of the mini-project 

• formulated a structured list of problematic and half-baked elements of the new education regulations, 

arguments against them and suggested solutions. Equity Association had the main role in this activity;

• formulated communication tools, paired arguments and storytelling methods to every issue on the 

list. Th is activity was coordinated by UCCU Foundation with active participation of Vitakultúra 

Association and DemNet Foundation experts and the fi lm crew;
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• found the right interviewees and made background interviews with parents of children with ‘diff erent 

kind of diff erences’: autistic, challenged, overweight, left-handed, allergic, immigrant;

• clarifi ed the stories to be communicated in the PSA and the documentary. Th eir creative thinking 

and the cooperation with the fi lmmakers of Proton Cinema was well-harmonized;

• clarifi ed the slogan and the main messages of the campaign with the facilitation of a communication 

agency, Kreater, that recently started to focus on work with civil society. Th e term facilitation is 

important: the agency’s creatives worked as facilitators on a brainstorming meeting. Th e participants, 

members of the partner organizations articulated the outcomes themselves;

• tested all outcomes: concepts, arguments, slogans, versions of the PSA and the documentary on a 

wide audience and used the feedback.

Another important feature of this mini-project was the long-term planning. Th e project proposal 

described a complex long-term campaign. Th e partnership used the opportunity to realize project 

elements that would be hard or impossible to fi nance from other resources: preparation, the making of 

the fi lms and the public forums. Th e follow-up plans consists in further campaign elements: placing the 

PSA in television, and a provocative mobile app, possibly a game, that would foster the outreach to bigger 

audiences.

Th e project partners wish to carry on with the campaign they started in a mini-project next year in the 

Grassroots Europe Project and plan to involve new cross-sector connections and partners. Th e initiative 

can be a good example for the Hungarian NGO sector, if it succeeds to implement new methods of joint 

campaigning.

“Methods used in joint campaigns like 

Make Poverty History (UK), or IF (UK) 

adapted for grassroots level and scopes 

would be essential in Hungarian civil 

sector.”

Liam Cranley,  

Consultant, DemNet Foundation
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Latvia

“Th is is  a country with an enormous bias: the capital. Everyone goes to Riga, everything happens 

in Riga. But the real Latvia is the countryside. Riga is diff erent.”—one of the participants says. Th is 

essential statement describes best what Latvian partner organizations deal with.

Th e structure of settlements is diff erent than in most European countries. In rural Latvia, settlements of 

2–3 houses cluster around a small center. Th e size of the school in a village like Allaži is unusual: it looks 

enormous. Th is is because it serves a whole cluster of micro-settlements around the village. 

“In our country people don’t live compactly in villages, but they live in separate farms, which involves 

distance, transport... and also people have diff erent chores they do at home. Perhaps they don’t have time 

to participate.” 

  Linda Krūmina, Association Iespēju Durvis, Beverina

As latvian CSOs put it, their public transport system collapsed and their rural schools are endangered. 

Th ey also face inactivity and the lack of interest in community activities. Th e cluster of CSOs and local 

initiatives already started to develop a solution that addresses both issues: transforming rural schools into 

multifunctional community centers. 

“Th ese small rural schools in Latvia are not able to survive in quite a lot of places because of the 

decreasing number of children. And of course you still have to pay the staff . So the education becomes 

more and more expensive for the local municipality. Eventually they will close down the school. But in 

order to avoid this, a school can become something more than just a school. It can become something like 

a community center, where people can do diff erent activities.”  Linda Krūmina, Association Iespēju Durvis, Beverina

“I think it’s very much about self-perception and self-esteem of people and also about communication. 

Somehow diff erent groups operate separately, sometimes they compete without any need to compete, do 

not coordinate and simply do not talk enough or not in a decent manner—in a way that is towards doing 
something together [...] And the self-esteem: somehow people still have this impression that someone 

is deciding for us. And noone really cares and noone really knows what’s going on here. Even if we want to 

change something, we either do not know how to put in the right way or we have to put our ideas under 

some pre-described call or priorities.”   Aija Tuna, Education Development Center, Riga

“In some places people are more family-oriented than community-oriented. Now it’s starting to break, 

so we really witness changes in these last, let’s say three years. [...] It’s also historical, because the older 

generation still lives in the Soviet past. And there are things that are diffi  cult for them to understand. 

Th ey always refer to how it was then. And now it’s diff erent and they perhaps not always are ready to 

accept these diff erences. Although already 20 years or more than 20 years have passed. And the younger 

generation, they are so... consumer society.”   Linda Krūmina, Association Iespēju Durvis, Beverina

“Maybe it has historical reasons, I don’t know [...] Maybe it’s the economic crisis. People started to 

become very closed: I don’t know anything, I don’t need anything, this kind of [inert] thinking. And it’s 

a good time to leave the country.”   Kristine Lieldaudziete, Nest Asssociation, Broceni
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Submitted and implemented mini-projects

“Recently it is also a huge problem that there are many children who stay at home with their grandparents 

because their parents have left the country to work. Or if they stayed, they are so overloaded with work, 

they have no time for their children. [...] Th ere are basically two kinds of people: people who are just 

drinking and not doing anything, the other kind of people who are just so exhausted from work, that they 

don’t have any capacity to do anything else apart from their work.”  Aina Keplere, Allaži Development Association, Headmaster of the local primary school

“We had workshops for grandparents and their grandchildren to learn each other’s ‘language’ in a 

playful way. We had to start a communication between them, to narrow the gap. Th ere are so many 

children who live with their grandparents and when they reach a certain problematic age, the grandparents 

kind of lose them, can’t handle them.”   Daila Ranše, Skola pie ezeriņa Foundation, Valmiera

As Kristine depicts, the basic idea of doing things together is new or uncommon. Th e local activities 

in the Latvian mini-project subserved the recognition or better to say revelation that members of a small 

communities can act together and the action itself can be inspiring, energizing or simply fun.
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Th e mini-project From Individual Needs to Community Wellbeing: Strengthening the role of the grassroots 

organizations mobilized 12 local grassroot initiatives and was based on a simple scheme. 

Simple local activities based on the local needs—as one of the implementers, a member of a 

local community development association explained:

“We simply asked them what they wanted to do. If they suggested they would like a gardening course 

with a well-known gardener blogger, we organized that. But we pushed them a little bit towards community 

work; we said ok, but let’s do this by building a new playground by the nursery.” 

“For example if we organize workshops or even very practical things, some sewing workshop or wood 

workshop or something [...] then this place can serve also as a unit for community gathering. And they 

do not only do practical things, but discuss what’s going on, what can be improved... It’s not necessarily 

always to say, we organize roundtable discussions so please come, sit around tables and now we will 

discuss. Sometimes we invite people to do something practical and then start conversation. And especially 

in more inactive communities the second way is much better,  because people do not want to come to 

discussions. Because they do not believe that their voice could be important or they are just not used to 

this type of activity.”
Local activities were organized and can be seen as interconnected micro-projects inside the mini-project. 

Connecting 4 groups of stakeholders:

1. non-governmental organizations 3. local communities

2. small grassroot initiatives 4. local municipalities

NGOs and local initiatives were trying to fi nd their ways together. NGOs played an educative role and 

helped in coordination and were building a network with the small local initiatives to be able to involve 

locals in their work and causes. 

Diff erent groups of local communities were learning ways of acting together, for themselves or each other. 

Youngsters developed a study visit route for elders around their county or met with local politicians for a 

workshop, mixed groups cleaned a river, built a playground or organized fairytale sessions in kindergar-

tens. Th e emphasis was on acting together, creating a sense of achievement with activities and goals easy 

to attain.

Th e implementers involved local municipalities as much as they could. In some cases their involvement 

have led to unexpected revelation: civic initiatives are not not necessarily demanding and easy to cooperate 

with. 

Evaluation and plans for the future have been discussed at the fi nal conference. Implementers 

and participants showcased their activities to each other and the attendees from local municipalities. After 

that, the attendees were separated into 3 groups (implementers, participants and local government) and 

evaluated, discussed their fi ndings and made plans for the future. 

“Th ey came up with wonderful suggestions, like somebody said, we have to establish an NGO 

coordination council in our municipality*. Another said, we are thinking about establishing some funds 

for some small grants for projects in our municipality. Because now they see that with a relatively small 

amount of money people can do a lot.”

Project: From Individual Needs to Community Wellbeing

* Note: in the Croatian video Supportive 

and inert, Goran explains a good practice; 

the town of Vukovar has a CSO referee. 

Th e one-man institution might be even more 

eff ective than a council.

 Association “Sunflower (Saulessvece),” 
Balvi County

 Association “Allazi Development 
Association (Allažu attı-stı-bas biedrı-ba,” 
Sigulda County

 Association “Nest (Ligzda),” Broce-ni 
County

 Association “Kurmene Waves (Kurmenes 
viļņi),” Vecumnieki County

 Association “Wings of Hope (Cerı-bu 
spa- rni),” Sigulda County

 Association “School next to the Lake 
(Skola pie ezeriņa),” Valmiera

 Association “Kernel (Kodols),” Aizpute 
County

 Association “The Doors of 
Opportunities” (Iespe-ju durvis),” Beverı-na 
County

 Association “Viļaka parents’ association” 
Latgale, Viļaka County

 Association “Millstone (Dzirnakmens),” 
Krustpils County

 Association “Future (Na- kotne),” Dagda 
County

 Association “White House (Balta-  ma- ja),” 
Lı-va- ni County
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Romania

“You have to change the mentality of the people, you know. In 45 years of communism they used 

to think like machines. Now it’s really hard, because the people are changing really hard and we are 

dealing with mentality. If there are projects like ours, then it is possible to show the community that it’s 

possible; that it is starting to change the mentality. [...] It’s a long process. You cannot change the mentality 

overnight. It is not possible. I was talking with people from diff erent countries [...] for instance in France 

it took about 40 years for these people [CSOs, activists] to be accepted. Maybe it will be the same in 

Romania. You cannot change these things in one or two years. 

[...] Sometimes people are saying why don’t you import this or that model from Germany or somewhere. 

You cannot, because the mentality is diff erent, the culture is diff erent... you need to develop your own 

models or adjust it to your country.

[...] Th ere were too many NGOs who did bad. For example, there was a time when NGOs could bring in 

cheap cars from abroad. And a lot of people made a foundation just to have this [tax relief ]. And that was a 

serious problem for real NGOs, the serious ones who do good things. Or some NGOs did some monkey 
business and it aff ected the other ones as well. People put us under the same hat.

[...] Many of them [grassroot initiatives] are really good. And the voice of NGOs regardless their 
activities is powerful, sometimes very powerful and can change things. 

[...] NGOs need to learn how to work together. Because we are so busy all time and there are problems 

that are common for all NGOs. And we can be a very powerful group to change things in community 

concerning those problems. And this is what we have to learn. [...] If we can build a network, but a real 
network we can do a lot of things.”   Ancuţa Mercea, APAHNP, Cluj-Napoca

“I’d say our grassroot organizations are very humble—they do their great work and wait for someone 

to  take notice of them. In the current situation it’s very important to emerge from this and advertise 
ourselves. Because to be able to put through all of our benefi cial activities we have to market ourselves. 

We have to sell the product. And then we need someone who does this as a full-time job, takes our 

product to the market. To showcase not only our activities, but our needs as well to the community, to 

the local governance and to the other organizations as well. Because we are in our echo chambers, we 

do our own jobs and duties and have so little time to keep in touch in order to share resources and 

exchange activities. I can do this for you, you can do that for me... we can enrich this way. [...] But fi rst we 

have to know each other, because we hardly know about other organizations now. I came to know some 

CSOs during this project; that they even exist or what they actually do.”  Júlia-Katalin Adorján, Életfa Association, Cluj-Napoca

“Th e participants of the workshop identifi ed a catch 22. Th e group agreed that we have to start to lean 

on the community, to start up with fundraising from private donors. Nobody knows how to do that 

so we have to learn. And some of us started to study this issue and realized that for successful fundraising 

you need a full-time fundraiser. Someone who knows how to do it and works on it 8 hours a day. And then 

again: how do we finance the fundraiser? We will get money and become much more sustainable 

if we have a fundraiser, but where do we get the money to pay him? At least in the fi rst one or two years 

while he generates sustainable income.”   Marius Berescu, Support 4 Youth Development, Cluj-Napoca

Mentality, Credibility, 

Network interview 

with Ancuţa Mercea
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Submitted and implemented mini-projects

“We didn’t really come up with ideas on how to put up the money for the fundraiser’s salary, but we 

gathered some ideas for small scale actions we can possibly perform without the help of an expert. And 

this is great help because as long as we can’t hire someone, we can build upon a base. And during the 

conversations it became clear that most of the NGOs present is more and more sure that it’s important 

not to rely on one big source, but on lots of small sources. It doesn’t mean your activities’ end if one 

of them falls out. 

I’ve heard a lot of ideas and experiences during the workshops in this project. A lot of participants were 

opened to share their experiences, even the learnings of their failures.”  Júlia-Katalin Adorján, Életfa Association, Cluj-Napoca

Experimenting small scale fundraising events and learning from their own failure is a brave thing to do. 

Especially in this part of Europe, where we don’t dare to fail and failure is rather a taboo in our culture 

than a part of a learning process. It is also important that stories of blunders were not told as complaining, 

but as advice. For example ‘here’s how we did it, the event was very popular, but we didn’t emphasize 

enough that it is fundraising and didn’t achieve our goal—so we suggest you to do something similar, but 

emphasize the request and it will work.’ Sharing learnings like that is a beginning of beautiful friendships.

Ever tried. 

Ever failed. 

No matter. Try again. 

Fail again. Fail better. 

Samuel Beckett—

Worstward Ho
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Project: Catalog of Grassroots Ideas and Initiatives

“We might do great things but probably too silently. We still have to learn how to show ourselves to 

the local community.”   Júlia-Katalin Adorján, Életfa Association, Cluj-Napoca

Th e mini-project addressed the problem of visibility and found something unexpected: the recognition 

of resource-sharing.

Grassroot organizations and initiatives are often not known to a wide public or their local community—

even to each other. As the participants of the project put it:

“First of all this project and this catalog helped grassroot organizations: they get to know each other this 

way. Browsing it I found some I didn’t know before. And what is more important: I can see their activities 

listed. In some cases I can use this database to fi nd someone who has a professional solution for something 

I can’t manage myself. I can fi nd a solution at another organization.”
“I liked the idea to use the other NGOs’ resources and experience.”
During the preparation and making the catalog—partner meetings and workshops, video shootings, 

sharing the materials with each other, organizing promotion events—the participating NGOs got to know 

each other, they got a precise picture of what the other does and has. And by the end of the project, they 

started to think about sharing and cooperating. Th e fact that they were led to the conclusion themselves 

and it was not suggested by an authority (a donor, a leading partner, a trainer) makes the discovery an 

eye-opener. 

Th e risk of making a website or a printed publication in a civil society project is always distribution. Th e 

internet is full of dead EU-funded project websites, some of them never had real visitors. Shelves in NGO 

offi  ces are full of books and awareness-raising publications that were never distributed. Distribution and 

promotion is never funded suffi  ciently, though it is expensive. As this risk is known, participants were 

asked about target groups because in this case the printed catalog is distributed by the 30 organizations 

that are introduced in it and the question who they are targeting is crucial.

Th ey named: 

• potential volunteers, they can browse the catalog to choose an organization they can 

volunteer for;

• local government, that usually doesn’t know grassroot organizations and their actions;

• potential trainees, university students who can choose to spend their obligatory 

traineeship in the civil sector.

Another feature that subserves distribution and dissemination is good design. Th e online platform is 

not only beautiful and elegant, but very user friendly. CSOs can create and edit their profi les easily and 

viewers get well-organized, clear-cut information. Th e printed version is catchy and attractive, which is 

uncharacteristic for printed publications of the civil sector in Central-Eastern Europe. Th e catalog is a real 

eye-candy, enticing the reader to browse it.

Location: Baia Mare, Sighişoara, 
Caranşebeş, Timişoara, Cluj-Napoca, 
Bucharest
CSOs involved: 30
Partners: 7

 Local Youth Council of Baia Mare
(Consiliul Local al Copiilor şi Tinerilor Baia Mare)
Baia Mare, facebook.com/CLT.Baia.Mare

 Center for Social Development CEDES 
(Centrul Pentru Dezvoltare Sociala CEDES)
Sighişoara, www.cedes.ro

 Organization for Stategies and Programs 
of Development 
(Organizaţia pentru Strategii şi Programe de 
Dezvoltare)
Caranşebeş, www.orgspd.eu
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 Association for Quality of Life
(Asociaţia pentru Calitatea Vieţii)
Timioşara

 Association +/- 
(Asociaţia PlusMinus)
Bucharest, www.plusminus.org.ro

 Association Support for Youth 
Development
(S4YD)
Cluj-Napoca, www.s4yd.ro

 Association Re/Creative Baia Mare
Baia Mare, associatiarecreativ.blogspot.ro





Comparative Learnings 
and Conclusions 
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Needs and answers to the needs
Th e needs assessment activities in the fi ve countries all highlighted the lack of communication 
strategies and communication skills in grassroot organizations. In 4 of the 5 countries (Hungary, 

Romania, Latvia, Croatia) grassroots were talking about the need to learn effi  cient communication to be 

able to reach their local communities, governance, supporters and media. During interviews it became 

evident that most of the participants are not able to describe their organization’s work and goals in a way 

that could be clear and understandable for a wide audience. Creating appealing content (case for support, 

pitch, demonstrating transparency or presenting a cause or a project) is a skill that is more important to 

learn then the use of communication tools and channels. 

In the same 4 countries participants described the need to enhance their social embeddedness   
(describing and not using the phrase) and named eff ective communication, higher involvement of 

volunteers, local governance and benefi ciaries as a possible solution. Th ey often mentioned problems of 

newborn civil societies: mentality, culture (of community initiatives, of giving), trust in CSOs, solidarity 

in general. Hungarians mostly see these as given and almost impassable obstacles, a national characteristic. 

In Romania, Croatia and Latvia grassroots were mostly more optimistic and notably more optimistic  than 

the professional NGOs (n.b. project implementers) in their countries: during the project activities some of 

the grassroots expressed that the solution to these problems are in their hands. Th e best way of educating 

local communities, raising awareness and changing mentality is doing it by the daily work of grassroot 

initiatives and CSOs, with involvement of the locals. Th is again calls for communication and volunteer 

management skills.

In Germany, the communication issue is a bit diff erent. Project implementers mentioned special 

communication needs when working with benefi ciaries and grassroot initiatives (of the benefi ciaries): a 

cautious approach, language barriers, intercultural references. Accordingly, they named needs for special 

methods in involvement of the target group. For instance, in families of some people with immigrant 

background, volunteering or being active in CSOs in other ways might not be common, hence the 

younger segment of the target groups is more likely to be open to activism and involvement. 

Th e need for a network of grassroots was emphasized in all countries. “NGOs are often closed to 

themselves,” as a Croatian participant puts it, and this goes for grassroot, local initiatives particularly. 

Often they are so busy struggling with their own work, they don’t know about each other or what other 

organizations actually do—as head of a Romanian grassroot NGO says. In Latvia an implementer 

emphasized that interconnectedness is important to encourage and inspire each other. For Hungarian 

grassroots fi nding allies and acting together was in the focus. 

Th e project was markedly successful in answering these needs. After participating in two trainings and 

a small campaign together, attending Croatian grassroots started to bustle and establish cooperations. 

Romanian, Latvian and especially Hungarian grassroots also built powerful networks and realized how 

they can make good use of them. In Latvia, cross-sectorial cooperation started to bloom in some small 

communities, where local governments were involved. In Germany, an existing network of NGOs, 

initiatives and individuals against racism was involved, but rather as a resource. No signifi cant further 

network-building was made (reasons will be clarifi ed in the section Risks).

Advocacy was also a highlighted matter. In most cases it was mentioned in local context: mainly dealing 

with local decision making. EU level seems to be too far for most grassroot organizations at this point. 

In the present phase it is beyond their thinking. “I’m not sure at what point a case aff ects EU policies or 

Comparative Learnings and Conclusions
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decision makers. We were talking about a lot of problems: national regulations, policies, standards that 

should be changed in our education system and we should act together to change them, but I never knew 

if the case was something that concerns EU policies, regulations and standards. Is this the case when we 

should do our advocacy work in Brussels? If we knew our national regulations don’t meet EU standards, 

we could report that, I guess. If we knew what EU paradigm should be changed to aff ect our country and 

us, we would go and lobby. I guess,” says a member of a Hungarian NGO platform that disputes present 

education policy. “Maybe Brussells is a bureaucratic nightmare but it must be easier to lobby there than 

in Hungary,” he adds derisively. So the main reason for not thinking on EU level is the lack of knowledge 

and accessible information. 

On the other hand, there is an issue that was frequently mentioned: a wrong concept in the EU grant 

system. “Th ere is no channel for grassroots. Terms and conditions of calls favor mid-size and large 

professional NGOs only. You need to have your own contribution. So you need to have some capacity. 

EU grants grow capacity of those who already have capacity. Grassroots or small NGOs 

don’t get funds. Th ey work on the fi eld, they work directly with benefi ciaries, moreover, some of them are 

self-organized benefi ciaries—which is actually the best scenario you can think of!—and they don’t reach 

funds,” a veteran Croatian activist stated at the international workshop. A Hungarian participant replied: 

“Or the EU grant agencies think they do. Th ey channel the money through bigger NGOs saying: group 

some grassroots and coordinate their work. And we all know what the bigger NGO does. Follows up with 

its ongoing activities and pushes the small ones to assist in it. And swallows most of the money underway.” 

All participants approve these points.

Th is bias of EU funding is a common issue that can be the ground for advocacy activities from next year 

in the project.
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Mini-projects: 
Design and Implementation
Th e original objectives of mini-projects—a learning process, a focus on cooperation and partnership, 

mapping common needs and fi nding answers to them—were  accomplished in most cases. Th e structures 

were diff erent though. Countries can be ranged  gradually by the structures of their mini-projects 

from centralized (a bigger NGO designed the mini-project and coordinated grassroots as participants) to 

coequal (equal partners in a network): 

As this was the fi rst year when mini-projects were implemented, a bit more centralized structure in 

countries where grassroot organizations and initiatives have no experience with project management at 

all, is reasonable. On the other hand, this was not the main reason in all cases (see hijacking in the section 

Risks). 

In coequal structures (like in Hungary and Romania) resources and especially social capital of the partners 

was extremely well-used. And this is exactly how eff ective grassroots works: use social capital, mobilize, 

rely on more ‘natural’ resources. Much more was achieved in these projects than the mini-grant resource 

would aff ord. Hence it is profi table to fi nd ways for transition from centralized structures to coequals in 

all countries.

Learnings
One of the major learnings for participating grassroots was the way networks work in their special segment. 

Th ey often talked about personal connections. “Now I know who to call” or “I know some people 

I can rely on.” When the project and its objectives, including network building was fi rst introduced to 

them, most participants had blurry idea about it. “In my mind it was like the platforms of ‘professional’ 

NGOs. It made some sense, but I didn’t really realize how it could work. Now that I made personal ties to 

some people in my country and some in the other aff ected countries, I get it. It’s not a rigid platform, it’s 

a network of people,” a Romanian participant says. A Hungarian implementer, whose organization is on 

the borderline of a grassroot and small, professional think tank, made it even clearer: when she works with 

pros, she works with organizations, when she works with grassroots, she works with people she knows.  

“When we seek partners for a project, we often contact organizations we might not know. We know their 

See the complete quote in the paragraph 

The Process
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principles, what they have done before, we might know their former partners... We can start-up a joint 

project with a few emails and calls. But this is not how it works with grassroots.” Grassroot organizations 

can be really diff erent and sometimes diffi  cult to make partnership with. Roles in the organization or 

initiative might not be so clear as in an NGO, they might operate without one single employee, volunteers 

only, etc. And principally, they usually trust in people not in unfamiliar partners. Th is revelation was 

frequently mentioned during the project, because the participants had to learn this about themselves. 

When grassroots reach the point in their work that is still unknown to them, they either fi nd their own 

ways or try to learn from professionals. In terms of making partnerships they usually do the second: try 

to copy NGOs who have experience in that. “But we are not like them,” another Croatian activist realizes 

during a workshop. “We need people-to-people connections. I need to know what they are personally 

capable of, what are their limits, and how reliable they are.” At another occasion she adds: “I made some 

really good friendships here, strong personal ties. And we started to think about new joint actions ‘just’ 

because we want to do more things together.” Th at is probably the strongest adhesive of a network.

Another unexpected fi nding for some of the grassroots was the possibility of sharing resources. 

Grassroots work hard to achieve assets like a social enterprise, social capital, volunteer experts, venues, 

special equipment, etc. and are always in need of something else. Th e power of this learning is that it was 

not indoctrinated but discovered by themselves.

It was also important for the participants to learn methods of clarifying common needs and design projects 

and actions accordingly. Sometimes the opportunity of taking action together is not so clear and needs 

some external facilitation on needs assessment or brainstorming meetings to keep the conversation on 

its track, and to provide an external view. For example, on the Hungarian national meeting, facilitators 

and consultants kept mentioning public awareness. Participants tried to fi nd common interests, and 

though a day before they couldn’t imagine what a group of various educational grassroots with diff erent 

benefi ciaries and target groups have in common to say, after a brainstorming process, they named the 

message they can cover together and the mini-project of a campaign was born. Sometimes common needs 

are too obvious—even too close to spot. 

Risks
It seems that the greatest risks in the project are all connected to the structure of coordination: partnerships 

between grassroot and professional CSOs, grassroots coordinated by experienced NGOs.

Th e most obvious risk is hijacking mini-projects or resources of the whole project by experienced 

professionals in their own interest: to follow up their ongoing activities or long-term programs that need 

more resources, without actually following and fulfi lling the project’s objectives. Attempts to make an 

ongoing project sustainable by using the local grassroots only as instruments are a potential hazard. Using 

them only as a market to sell the organization’s product (e.g. training or other service) is another. 

Accidental misteaching is another major risk. As a Latvian participant said: “We tend to learn skills 

from ‘full-time’ NGOs we don’t need. Or worse: they are no good for us. Life is not all funds and grants, 

you know. And the world they show us is like that.” A Croatian activist jests: “You know, when you take 

your young, not fully trained dog to your friend’s house who has a grown-up dog... it takes the pup only a 

few hours to learn only and exclusively the bad and stupid things from the other one. I’m sorry for being 

straightforward, but I think this happens when you put us and experienced, traumatized, and burnt-

out NGOs together. We learn grants-grants-grants, minor cheat-sheets and cynicism.” Strong words, but 

worth considering. Developing and professionalizing grassroots is not the same.

Th e third risk is providing insufficient information about the project to grassroots. Involved 

grassroots should be always well informed, even if they were not participating in the project from the 

beginning, but were involved in one of the local mini-projects. 

See the quotes and video interviews in the 

description of the Romanian project Catalog 

of Ideas and Initiatives
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The Open Society Foundations (Hungary) work to build vibrant and 
tolerant democracies whose governments are accountable to their citizens. 
To achieve this mission, the Foundations seek to shape public policies 
that assure greater fairness in political, legal, and economic systems 
and safeguard fundamental rights. On a local level, the Open Society 
Foundations implement a range of initiatives to advance justice, education, 
public health, and independent media. The Foundations place a high 
priority on protecting and improving the lives of people in marginalized 
communities.

The Grassroots Europe project is managed by the Education Support 

Program (ESP) of the Open Society Foundations. ESP’s mission is to 
support activism, research, policy, and practices that promote education 
justice.

E D U C AT I O N  S U P P O R T  P R O G R A M

Contact: Laura Cziszter
E-mail: laura.cziszter@opensocietyfounda� ons.org

Október 6 Street 12, H–1051 Budapest, Hungary
Phone: +36-1-882-6142 l Fax: +36-1-882-3828
Website: h� p://www.opensocietyfounda� ons.org/about/programs/educa� on-support-program




