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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.  A second visit was conducted from February 2 until February 23 when Dave Beckwith visited Poland and Slovakia.
A third and final visit under this project occurred from April 13 – 25.  Ed Schurna agreed to come and join Chuck Hirt for the first half of the trip in Romania and then to connect with Paul Cromwell in Moldova where the second half of the visit.  Unfortunately, travel across Europe was disrupted during most of this visit and the Moldova part of the visit needed to be cancelled as Paul Cromwell was not able to get to Moldova and the host group there decided not to proceed with that part of the trip.  
II. Romania
An exciting new community organizing project has been funded in Bucharest by CeRe, an NGO based in Romania and the Center for Community Organizing was asked to be the consultants for the project.  The first two organizers have been working since December.  One of the two organizers must leave for maternity leave at the end of May.  An additional two organizers were hired within two weeks of our visit.  It is one of the few places where funding has actually been secured for paid organizers in the region.
The first two organizers had completed their initial interviews and were preparing their groups for a first meeting where they would decide the problems they would work on.  The original plan was that these meetings would occur the week before we arrived and that the training for this part of the visit would be focused on moving to the next stage.  Unfortunately the timetable had to be delayed a week so the first community meeting actually happened while we were present.  

The agenda for the visit included:

· consultation with the first two organizers about their work
· an orientation for the two new organizers

· attend first public meeting

· training for others interested in community organizing

· discussions with CeRe staff about future direction

Consultation 


The first task was to get caught up on the work that had been undertaken since December when the first two organizers were hired.  Two neighborhoods had been selected and more than one hundred interviews were conducted.  A number of promising activists had been identified in both places and small groups of activists had met to begin making plans for their first public meeting and the selection of their problems.  Both Ed and Chuck had the opportunity to listen, tour the neighborhoods and offer advice on how they might proceed.  The work already undertaken has been impressive and shows considerable promise.  
Orientation

The orientation for the new staff went well.  They both showed promise and are energetic to learn more about the work.  Questions were raised about what they had experienced in the neighborhoods where they had started interviews.  There was concern that possibly one of them should move to another area but after talking more about this, there was agreement to continue work where they were.
First public meeting


Both Ed and Chuck visited leaders from both communities prior to their first public meeting and made brief presentations on community organizing.  While there, the activists talked about plans for the first meetings that were a week or less away.  On Saturday, the last full day of Chuck’s trip, the first community meeting was help with more than 50 people in attendance.  The group managed to conduct a very good session despite a couple of very heated conversations.  The organizer had done a good job of preparing her leaders and did not intervene publically during the entire meeting.  The conclusion of the session was that they voted on four different problems they would work on and participants volunteered for which group they wanted to work.  It was an exciting first event which helped encourage the work further.
One day workshop

A one day training session on community organizing was provided during the week as well.  CeRe posted the event on their web site and several other organizations.  They received more than thirty requests and asked each to complete a brief questionnaire about their interest in the topic.  Including the two new organizers, there were more than thirty participants in the training.  The energy and enthusiasm was evident throughout the day and the evaluations following the event were very high.  The attendance was yet another indicator of the growing interest in community organizing in Central and Eastern Europe.  Several participants indicated an interest to continue on with this work and to find ways to cooperate with ECON in the future.
Future direction

In the time that was remaining, several conversations were held with Sinziana Dobry, the Project Manager about the future direction of the organizing project.  They are at a new point in their work as they have just launched their first public meetings and first campaigns.  Meanwhile they have added two new organizers and started work in four new neighborhoods.  It is a lot of work right now.  They arranged for several staff to travel to Moldova to both build better relations with them but also to explore possible future collaboration projects with them.  CeRe is continuing to find the community organizing project to be of considerable value and they would very much like to find a way to keep it going.  They are uncertain about how to do this however.
III. Moldova
The Moldova part of the visit had to be cancelled due to the travel problems connected with the volcano.  Unfortunately Paul Cromwell was unable to fly to Moldova as Ed Shurna would have been able to travel by bus.  But organizers of the Moldovan training decided that they wanted Paul to be there as he had already worked with them before.  The training was postponed until early June.


The good news about this was that Ed was able to stay another week in Romania and provide further support to the organizers as well as attend the first public meeting in the second neighborhood in Bucharest.  Because of the necessary delay in holding the first meetings, more emphasis was placed on ensuring a good first meeting rather than how to support the next stage of the organizing work.  Ed was able to talk more individually with the organizers to help them think through how to approach this next important phase of the work.  The second public meeting also went well as there were over 40 people in attendance and they too selected several problems to work on.  

IV. Conclusion
The visit was again a very positive one and helped to support the important work started in Bucharest.   CeRe is deepening their interest and understanding of the work of community organizing.  They have made a significant contribution to the work in Central and Eastern Europe by being able to secure funding to allow three organizers to work in Bucharest.  They have very limited experience with this type of work however and relay heavily on outside support.  The extended visit there proved to be a most helpful activity and very timely.  The visit to Romania also has inspired Ed Shurna to re-apply for a sabbatical and to focus on training skills during the following year.  He has talked further with both Chuck and Paul about the possibility of returning to the CEE region as a part of this work and both encouraged him to do this.
