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I. Background

The European Community Organizing Network (ECON) is a network of persons and organizations from 13 countries (Albania, Austria, Bosnia, Croatia, Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Sweden, and the Ukraine).  ECON’s goal is the promotion, support, and expansion of community organizing in Europe.

In late 2008, Chuck Hirt and Rev. Paul Cromwell of ECON began conversations with Cris Doby (Mott Foundation USA) and Walter Viers (Mott Foundation Europe) concerning the growing opportunities of community organizing in Europe.  In June, 2009 Mott USA announced funding, to be directed through the Center for Community Change (CCC), for three visits in 2009 and early 2010 by USA community organizers to Europe, to be coordinated by ECON, and with the possibility of three additional visits in mid- to late-2010.

A first visit was conducting in October, 2009 when Don Elmer joined Paul Cromwell in Germany and Ukraine.  

Dave Beckwith agreed to join us for a second visit from February 2 until February 23, 2010.  An ambitious and somewhat risky program was prepared which included driving all around Poland in the dead middle of winter.  Dave came with his wife Lindsay Potts who also has a background in organizing and contributed to a number of the sessions.  In advance of his coming, Dave updated and sent “The Green Book – Community Organizing: People Power from the Grassroots”.  This was translated into both Slovak and Polish to be distributed to participants.
II. Poland
There is a strong and emerging interest in Poland and this is why it was targeted for the second visit.  The primary partner there is the Association of Leaders of Local Civic Groups (SLLGO in Polish) headquartered in Warsaw.  They are a relatively young organization who has focused primarily on watch dog activities but who learned about community organizing and are increasingly convinced that it offers considerable merit for their work.  They are active in more than 25 cities across Poland.  Katowice is the most active in terms of community organizing and Dave and Lindsay along with CKO (Center for Community Organizing, Slovakia) staff member Kajo Zboril stopped to visit for half a day with Grzegorz Wojkowski who leads the local organization, Bona Fides.  
From there, they traveled on to Warsaw where a two day training/consultation took place.  SLLGO had advertized the event on their web site and had requests from about 50 people to attend.  Approximately 35 people actually attended.  The first day was focused on an introduction to community organizing.  The second day was optional but nearly everyone returned.  It was designed as a day to consult more practical steps related to possible implementation of community organizing in their communities.  There were groups from four different communities that returned and discussed issues with Dave and Kajo.  
Content of the training and focused topics: 

· The Four Strategies
· What is Community Organizing?
· The Principles of Community Organizing
· The Ten Rules of Community Organizing
· Defining an Action Strategy
· Building Power

From Warsaw, Dave, Lindsay and Kajo traveled north to the town of Szczecin for another two day session.  The local branch of SLLGO again hosted a two day event similar to what took place in Warsaw.  Approximately 30 people attended and nearly all returned for the second day.  This group was made up mostly of younger people with a wide variety of professions.  A small of three from Gdansk also joined them.  They were quite enthusiastic and full of interest and energy.  Kajo Zboril departed back to Banska Bystrica and fellow CKO organizer, Miro Ragac continued on the trip with Dave.
On to a third stop in Szklarska Poreba which is on the western border with the Czech Republic.  A somewhat different group attended this two day session.  The size of the group was smaller as about 10 people participated and they were generally older than the first two as the average age was closer to 45.  Also a little different than the first two groups, they had a clearer issue to work on.  There was concern about a Culture House that have very limited hours and the activists spent considerable time discussing a potential campaign around this particular problem.  
All three visits were met with considerable enthusiasm and energy.  It is quite apparent that there is significant interest and enthusiasm to expand the work of community organizing in Poland.  In each of the three cities, there is at least one person who has received some training on organizing and who is very interested to see that this type of work begins.  The major challenges will be to find funding to allow organizers to be hired and to provide needed support to continue training and mentoring.
III. Slovakia
The second part of Dave’s work was in Slovakia where he both began and ended his official work.  Prior to moving on to Poland, Dave and Lindsay had the chance to meet with CKO’s four organizers and mutually discuss organizing issues.  Both sides exchanged stores and experience and well as raised questions and current problems.  The staff found these sessions to be of considerable value and interest. 
A second activity was a training/discussion about organizing with a group of about 20 activists from the Zapad neighborhood in Zvolen.  A new initiative has been working there for several years but is about to re-launch the initiative in early March.  They held a lively and interesting discussion with Dave.
When Dave and Lindsay returned from his travels in Poland, we were joined in Bratislava by Rev. Paul Cromwell to have a chance to de-brief about the visit and explore ideas about future direction of the work and possible funding to support it.  A number of new ideas, contacts and suggestions emerged from this meeting.
A final event in Banska Bystrica occurred when Dave met with a new group working on a campaign in the Foncorda neighborhood.  There is a new 22 story building proposed for their neighborhood and citizens are opposed to this tall of a structure.  Dave and the activists discussed ways to keep the pressure on in this effort and to help build the group.  This was a very invigorating conversation and the group is anxious to move forward with some new energy.
IV. Conclusion
The visit was a remarkable success.  Both those in Slovakia and Poland were exceptionally grateful for the chance to meet both Dave and his wife Lindsay.  It helped to enkindle the interest and enthusiasm to continue the work.  As noted earlier, the major challenge in Poland will now be to find resources to support hiring of organizers and to provide needed support to move forward.  The Slovak work is also at a point of moving in some new direction but is struggling with ways to financially support the work.  

Language issues continued to surface and present challenges for the training.  Dave was very sensitive to these issues and worked hard to create clarification of various words.  One example where a significant misunderstanding emerged was the use of “organization” which then needed further explanation.  This occurs partly because of simply the words themselves but also because of the cultural contexts.  
Dave kept an active blog during his entire trip and there are a number of delightful entries which are worth reading.  It can be found at:  

http://econdave.blogspot.com/.

There was considerable work put into the preparation of the entire trip, primarily by SLLGO. They invested a great deal of time and effort to ensure that the program in Poland was put to good use.  The participation and energy reflect this effort.  
There were a number of other important intangibles that resulted from Dave’s visit.  First there is the new “Green book” document that has already been translated into two languages.  There were also a number of new ideas and possible links to build on that could have significant impact in building the work of community organizing in Europe. 

