MY GENERATION STUDY VISIT, 27 May 2010

Orluna 
Orunia- “Gdanska Fundacja Innowacji Spolecznej”: Gdansk Foundation for Social Innovation

Orunia  is a large old area in Gdansk which is not too densely populated. It has the reputation of being a dangerous suburb, with a lot of social problems linked to poverty, unemployment, helplessness of parents regarding upbringing and managing their households, alcoholism and domestic violence. For ten years the Local Initiative Association (Stowarzyszenie Inicjatyw Lokalnych (SIL)) has been active, bringing together in a coalition schools, cultural institutions, social help structures, parishes and nongovernmental organizations with the aim of collaborating together in resolving the problems of children, youth and families. This was an ongoing process which progressively developed different actions, reacting to needs and developing an increasing capacity of building projects. 

A group of about 20 participants visited the Gdansk Foundation for Social Innovation (Gdańska Fundacja Innowacji Społecznej (GFIS).  The foundation is responsible for several orphanages in Gdansk and recently opened a “neighbourhood house” where children can come to make homework or play after school. Before this centre was visited, the group made a tour through Orunia. Many of the houses in the area were in a deplorable state. The group was guided by Przemyslaw Kluz of the Gdansk Foundation of Social Innovation. 

In the centre, the group was very warmly welcomed by the two directors.  The directors gave a passionate briefing of the main activities of the centre which include:

· A support programme for young people who cannot live with their parents – 64 young persons live in five different small homes (5 staff to 12 children). These activities are financed 80% by the local authority and 20% from EU and other sources;

· A program to raise the development potential of girls aged between 15-17 who are at risk of dropping out of the educational system;

· A program of „equal chances” on the labour market for young people who leave the foster homes. The program has put into place a hostel which will allow the young people to work in a real life situation;

· A program of voluntary work for young persons which started in 1998 from voluntary work for handicapped children.

· A programme for community integration, which takes place in the community centre. Here 70 voluntary workers help children with their homework, but at the same time expand the children interests to other activities.

The main findings from the field visit were: 

· During the communist era, it was obliged to do voluntary work, hence there has been a negative connotation to volunteerism for a long time. For this reason, the foundation experienced difficulties in finding volunteers. This is now changing- especially with the younger generations this is no longer an issue. New volunteers are recruited through high schools and universities. It is being tried to make this part of the curriculum of several studies.

· The Polish law is such that when people that live in orphanages turn 18 years old, they are no longer allowed to stay there. The existing support structures for young people over 18 are very limited,  hence the centre tries to support programmes for them to prevent them from becoming homeless, school drop outs or entering into criminal activities.

· The delegation was very impressed by the large variety of programmes run by the foundation and by the rapid expansion of the amounts of funding in a short period of time.  The directors, who both have been working for the foundation for a long period, clearly put all their effort and passion in the foundation. This, together with a dedicated staff, innovative approaches and the help of external sources and partners, has laid a strong base for the future. 
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