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“When working with people who live in cultural end economic poverty on the very edge of society, it is easy to be misled into understanding their problems applying generally accepted values. The situation of some of the families is comparable to social conditions in totalitarian regimes, which create tight interpersonal relationships and dependencies. It is impossible to find a way out of these conditions without external assistance. In the artificially created communities of the 'rent evaders', simply stating that rent should be paid is not sufficient. If we don't investigate the individual situation of every family, we will never know how to improve their situation.“ - Jan Černý, director of the Social Integration Programme
Ad 1. (presentation of the organization)
The People in Need Organization (PiN) was established in 1992 with the main aim to provide humanitarian and developmental aid abroad and at home. Concerning Roma people it has started its involvement in 1997 with “Operation Dover”. People in Need’s volunteers started to operate in British Dover with the aim to help resolve the situation resulting from the influx of Romani asylum seekers from the Czech Republic and Slovakia. They maintained the contact between Romani asylum seekers and the local social workers.
 In 1999 Field Social Work Project started to improve the social competence among different groups of inhabitants living in social exclusion. The PiN trained a field social workers (many of them Roma), who work nowadays in socially excluded localities in the Czech Republic. They are striving to improve the clients’ living conditions through carrying out everyday work with their clients. In 2001 field social workers successfully publicized a so-far-ignored problematic of usury in depressed (especially Romani) neighbourhoods. Several loan sharks were arrested and tried before the court on the impulse of the organization’s employees.  In 2005 the Polis project was launched in three cities – Ústí nad Labem, Plzeň and Bílina, where a coalition of partner organizations led by PiN started to implement a project aimed at increasing the chances of disadvantaged people (inhabitants of socially deprived areas, mainly Roma) to obtain decent education, adequate housing and be successful on the labour market. The outcome of the pilot project Polis was supposed to be a system of mutual communication among all target groups involved in the creation and implementation of non-discriminatory social, educational and employment policy at the regional level. Social Integration Programmes (SIP) was conceived in 2006. It gradually expanded and nowadays, interacts with a number of other fields. In 2011, SIP staff completed a year-long analysis of non-bank loans and commenced another one concerning debt collection. Another key field of Social Integration Programmes is education, primarily focusing on direct work with children. Younger children may enroll in preschool clubs, while older age groups can opt for individual tutoring, motivational leisure activities, and assistance in choosing a vocation after finishing elementary school. 

Ad 2. (Presentation of the housing situation of Roma - most important challenges)
Most clients of Social Integration Programmes live in rental flats or rooming houses of dubious quality that do not correspond to the rents they are required to pay. Large families are cramped in small rooms that sometimes lack heating and hot water; often this type of “residential” housing is provided in buildings without an occupancy permit. In addition, rooming houses and asylum homes frequently admit only adults or mothers with children, and so families are faced with the dilemma of living in povertystricken neighbourhoods or splitting up the family. Since municipal rental housing is rarely within their reach they have no other alternative. Most municipalities either lack social housing entirely, or the demand for flats substantially exceeds their availability, due to the ongoing privatisation of the municipal housing stock. Other obstacles include the allocation of municipal flats through the so-called envelope method, based on the requirement of a deposit in the amount of yearly rent, debts owed to the municipality, or a criminal record. Flats leased at market price are even more inaccessible for the low-income population. Landlords often ask for deposits that are beyond the means of socially disadvantaged groups. Ethnicity is another restrictive factor on the housing market as real estate agents refrain from offering rental flats to Roma customers, and flat owners do not want tenants to register for permanent residency, which hampers the disbursement of housing allowances. For these reasons, field staff work to help clients communicate with local authorities or landlords to help them attain better quality housing, in particular for families with children.
Ad 3. Presentation of your project related to Roma housing. The most important questions: 

The cornerstone of Social Integration Programmes has been outreach to clients and the provision of a broad range of social services, such as assistance in solving problems with housing, debts, education, jobs, etc. Initially, the key task is to prevent further social decline that might result, for instance, in placing children in institutional care. After the client’s situation has stabilised, SIP staff and the client work to find solutions to the problems that led him or her into a socially excluded circumstance. PIN assists clients in talking to authorities, filling in forms, putting together payment calendars, etc. The long-term objective is to motivate the clients to try and resolve their situation without support from social workers. In 2011, Social Integration Programmes was implemented in 60 municipalities in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. A 200-member SIP team comprised of field social workers, advisors, education staff and coordinators.  BUDGET: 3 094 455 EUR (2011). 
-
Update: Within the framework of the Social Integration Programme (SIP) in 2012 we worked in about 60 cities across the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Our team consists of over 200 staff, including social workers, counsellors, educators and coordinators, and an integral part of it is also approximately 350 volunteers whose energy and enthusiasm are applied primarily when working with children. BUDGET: 3,266,213 EUR (2012)

Social work in the field 3,606

Social activation services 420

Career counselling 365

Employment counselling 588

Suport of education in families 506

Social assistance in criminal proceedings 171
SIP overall 5,656

Targeted problems intertwined with Roma housing issues:
employment -  Long-term socially excluded people often have trouble finding a job on the free labour market. This is due in part to the high unemployment rate, but also the poor education of job seekers, who often finished only practical (formerly special) elementary school. Ethnicity is another disadvantage, and recurrent failure to find a job lead to a loss of motivation and, eventually, resignation. Requalification courses are not viable either, as funding for them has declined and the existing disconnection between the training and the actual job market makes finding employment nearly impossible. In some regions, prospects for the socially excluded to extricate themselves from the vicious circle are low. Therefore, most SIP clients receiving social welfare benefits take part in community projects to ensure some small income. Community work also helps the unemployed resume a daily work routine, increasing their chance to break free. 
debts - Indebtedness is another major problem of clients targeted by Social Integration Programmes. They get in trouble because they often fall for the aggressive marketing campaigns of credit companies. Lack of experience and financial knowledge leads them to blindly accept information and sign agreements without reading them thoroughly or understanding their provisions. The terms of these agreements often impose severe sanctions, even for a single default payment; as a result, fines may spiral out of control, or end with a forfeiture of assets which sinks debtors even lower in society.

The fieldwork of PiN staff suggests that numerous non-bank lenders base their business and

profits on enforcing fines, rather than lending money; this knowledge, in part, led to the aforementioned Predatory Lending Index. Some companies apply another type of unsavoury business tactics, offering to eliminate debts, but instead increasing them. Furthermore, some debt collectors rarely negotiate debt repayment, or increase the debt by dividing it into several receivables,

charging special bonuses for themselves. This conduct results in bizarre situations where, for instance, a 17-year-old boy is asked to pay CZK 150,000 for a transgression he committed when he was nine.
family unity and endangered children -  After the system transformation of the care for endangered children, a child can no longer be removed from a family based on poor housing conditions or insufficient income. While families are more likely to stay together, their situation remains dire; a lack of effective tools means they do not receive the necessary support to change their conditions. People in Need‘s field staff offer aid in order to prevent the separation of families, which would only aggravate the problems. In especially alarming cases, PIN’s staff initiate case management conferences within the scope of the Social Activation Service. Besides the clients whose situation needs to be addressed, all entities involved participate in the conference, such as OSPOD (Social Services Department of Care for Mother and Child), school representatives, a field social worker, psychotherapist or, if needed, police officer. The benefit of this approach is decisions are made in the clients’ presence and with their input. Clients are encouraged to make suggestions, helping to foster a responsibility for problem solving. The end result is a joint plan, with specific targets and tasks; the next meeting then evaluates whether the set targets were met. All involved subjects are tasked, not just the troubled family.
In addition, rooming houses and asylum homes frequently admit only adults or mothers with children, and so families are faced with the dilemma of living in povertystricken neighbourhoods or splitting up the family. Since municipal rental housing is rarely within their reach they have no other alternative. Most municipalities either lack social housing entirely, or the demand for flats substantially exceeds their availability, due to the ongoing privatisation of the municipal housing stock. Other obstacles include the allocation of municipal flats through the so-called envelope method, based on the requirement of a deposit in the amount of yearly rent, debts owed to the municipality, or a criminal record. Flats leased at market price are even more inaccessible for the low-income population. Landlords often ask for deposits that are beyond the means of socially disadvantaged groups. Ethnicity is another restrictive factor on the housing market as real estate agents refrain from offering rental flats to Roma customers, and flat owners do not want tenants to register for permanent residency, which hampers the disbursement of housing allowances. For these reasons, field staff work to help clients communicate with local authorities or landlords to help them attain better quality housing, in particular for families with children. The majority of the Social Integration Programme's clients live in rented flats or lodging houses, the quality of which does not correspond with the rent charges they pay for these kinds of housing. Large families crowd together in small rooms there, often without heating or hot water.
It is not uncommon that this 'residential' space is located in buildings which have not even undergone building inspection. Moreover, lodging houses and refuge centres often provide shelter just for single adults or mothers with children. Therefore, families face a major decision whether to stay and live in unsatisfactory environment or split up. There is no other alternative because it is very difficult for them to get access to a rent council flat. They are disqualified by such regulations as making decisions based on secret bidding process, a requirement for one-off advance payment of annual rent, not owing money to the municipal authority, or having a clean criminal record. In most cities social housing is non-existent. Moreover, as a result of privatization of municipal housing estates, demand for council flats is exceeding supply.

The market rent is even more unaffordable to the underprivileged. High initial deposit amounting to 20 to 30 thousand crowns is often the main reason why they are cannot afford to rent a flat due to their very small income. Ethnicity, which is a very limiting factor on the real estate market, makes letting a market-rented property extremely difficult. Estate agents refuse to even offer flats to people of the Roma origin. Another problem is that the property owners do not allow the tenants to apply for permanent- residence status, thereby complicating the access to housing allowance. All of these factors predispose them to live in lodging houses.
ad 4.  (Lessons learnt) The institutional framework around field (social) work and labour counselling is part of a rather complicated structure of mutually semi-independent bodies (in case of governmental ministries, regions and municipalities) and administrators of the EU structural funds. They all use the terminology of social exclusion, inclusion, and integration visa vie different and ill-defined concepts, including the Roma minority (i.e. – a group of people actively proclaiming their nationality – in the last census less than 12,000 individuals), members of excluded Roma localities (60,000 to 90,000 people), registered unemployed Roma (39,187), or just plain Roma people, numbering around 200,000 – less than 2% of the overall population of the Czech Republic). 

There were several principle issues tackled by promoters of the field work concept in the “pioneer” period of its establishment in the Czech Republic (1999 – 2006). Naturally, since Roma people were conceived as a target group of field work, the promoters of the field work concept were firstly seeking Roma, who could carry out its tasks. However, Roma field workers ran into many difficulties while working with Roma clients. Often, they were not accepted by the extended family to which clients belonged to. The reasons for non-acceptance varied: the most common reason was the perceived “unequal status” of field workers vis a vis clients within the traditional Roma culture. Less frequent, but as problematic, was the selection of clients made by field worker himself/herself, i.e., clients were selected according to relationship lines between them and field worker. Moreover, clients from Roma ghettoes were not all self-pronounced Roma and their ethnicity was often ambiguous. 
These factors led to a re-definition of the field work strategy within the PiN.  The target group of Roma was gradually replaced by the newly imported concept of socially excluded groups. Of course, the change in labels applied coincided (in timing) with the embracing of the social exclusion terminology by major government bodies due to the accession process to the EU membership (2004).

At the same time, a substantial number of Roma family-based NGOs were established (or re-established, there are more than 200 Roma NGOs registered at the Ministry of Interior), which adopted field work as their “natural” activity and (often successfully) applied for available subsidies. In fact they just replaced cultural activities (folk dance groups, etc.) with field work. 

There is no trouble in locating “Gypsy ghettoes” in the Czech Republic. However, it is difficult to define them spatially. It could be just a house, a street, or just flats within a block of buildings.
 Their inhabitants (potential clients) could be recognised as Roma by their neighbours, but not recognising themselves as such. 

Field work was from the very beginning a strategy aimed at the solution of problems facing clients such as a lack of documentation (or even citizenship), debts (be it debts in mandatory social and health insurance payments, debts to usurers, or banking and non-banking institutions (loan sharks)
, lodging and rent payments, etc.. Of course, all of it related to unemployment and access to labour market, be it legal, or illegal. A considerable part of the clients became “long term clients”, respectively, and became recycled in different systems (being registered and re-registered as clients of NGOs), because their situation could not be solved by field work alone.

PiN, as the major promoter of the field work strategy focused its attention on creating a holistic concept, i.e. combining all known tools of social work in order to “enable” their clients to integrate into mainstream society.

� In 2000 the British institutions took over the primary responsibility for the project.


� Predatory Lending Index, a three-year media campaign conducted within Social Integration


Programmes, was concluded at the end of 2011. Its aim was to motivate eight major non-bank loan providers to change their practices. SIP staff used the index as an instrument allowing for simple comparison of products in terms of interest rate, comprehensibility of contractual terms and, most importantly, risks arising for debtors should they fail to keep up with their repayment schedule. In 2011, PIN launched another campaign, Justice Is for the Smart, aimed at reducing expenses related to lawyers and executors involved in debt collection. Based on experience gained from years of working with clients, the staff recognised that expenses incurred for legal assistance and executions were the main contributor to the poor population’s over-indebtedness. Quantitatively, this debt burden poses a graver problem than the loan sharks themselves. It may be likened to a state-guaranteed usurious mechanism, where the amounts of receivables are multiplied by inadequate compensations. In order to draw attention to this issue, in September 2011 a debt collection calculator was posted on the www.rozhodnene.cz website, which breaks down debtors’ expenses in the event their assets are seized (see the scheme). 











� Classification of Roma socially excluded localities (made by Gabal Analyses and Consulting, Ltd. 2005) reports  330 of them. As in any (possible) classification of the subject, the final outcome depends on selection of criteria. Thus, it could be easily twice as many, as well as just half of the reported number.


� “Approximately half of our 10 000 clients are so deeply in debt, that legal employment does not make any sense for them,” stressed in personal interview Jan Černý, long time director of social integration programmes of the People in Need�.
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