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Meetings and working with “the otherness” have been some of the most interesting and exiting in my professional life. I have 3-years experience working with Roma and Bulgarian Muslims in an intermediary foundation, implementing big development programmes in such communities. Here follows a case reviewing my personal dilemmas and discoveries about the development approach in working with Roma communities.   
 “Generally, the underlying paradigm, which characterises a ‘conventional’ development approach, is fundamentally about the delivery of resources” points out L.Frank in his work about Third World development1. ‘The point is those who are underdeveloped lack certain resources; development (at its best) entails the effort to transfer those recourses from those who have to those who do not have.” 
How did the foundation enter such a community? 

Donors-intermediary foundation-community organisations. The foundation channelled great amount of funds to selected local organizations to implement initiatives for community change (an average annual budget for at least 3 years in a row was 700 000$). What did the foundation offer? A mixture between development consultancy, grant-giving and advocacy efforts, since these operations cannot resolve the problems of Roma communities but rather build some local capacity and suggest models to the government. In my opinion, this itself created mixed messages to the local client organisations:

· You should work for solving local community problems AND

· You should all the time think about producing models, good practices AND

· You need to develop and grow as an organisation constantly

This would have probably been a healthy recipe for the individual development of any organisation, no matter whether it is a community-based Roma organisation or else. But the real situation was that the donors would pour much money for relatively short time (2 or 3 years are not enough for making community change) to more or less underdeveloped local organisations. The whole responsibility for achieving the promised results “in kilograms and meters” put much pressure and created extra tension for the foundation, which looked as a “hostage” of the donors… The foundation in turn transferred this pressure to the local organisations, which distorted their natural way of development. They got on the track of the two-year programmes, and had to implement them, to report outcomes, and could hardly follow what emerged and changed in the life of their own communities.
There was an underlying assumption which justified the very approach of the foundation: there would be enough local leaders in the Roma community who would be educated to some extent, smart, willing to learn and develop, selfless, devoted to the cause to work with the others of their community. The reality: most of the natural community leaders do not wait for an intermediary organisation to come. They are either already busy with another activity to make their living or they tend not to look at the community change effort in such an idealistic way, but rather as a job opportunity … There were constant discussions and fights on the fundamental questions “what is the approach of the foundation, how do we work with the local groups and/or leaders?”. Unfortunately, there was no shared understanding about this among all the team members of the foundation.

The community development practitioner: division of roles – control vs. help
The foundation had as an espoused approach: “do things with and not for the organizations! Never get “close” to them. This would prevent them form learning how to do the things themselves.” The idea was to prevent creating dependency in the local organisations. Often I felt this prevented me from provision of the real help they needed now, at the very moment. My experience in the foundation became more of a controller than of a helper. Reflecting later, I reached the conclusion that keeping only to this fixed rule really was extra rigid behaviour and a distortion of the idea of development. It occurred to me that exactly this behavior nurtures dependency. I could often detect discrepancies between the real motivation of the organizations and the demonstrated behavior. 

Gradually there was an evolution of the understanding of the role(s) of the foundation and the community development consultants – in me and in the foundation. “The institutional challenge for all development agencies is to become a learning organization”, says R. Chambers2. Two years after I had quit I was exited to understand from the executive director that the foundation had gone through evolution as well. My vision for the needed change and the director’s and team’s vision were basically the same. The new understanding was based on the need of constant mapping and analyses of the situation. On behalf of the Roma NGOs there were growing trends (and still are) of both isolationism and even boycott to Bulgarian NGOs working in Roma communities, or conformism with models and practices which emerged within the limited world of “NGO-logy”. 

The new understanding could be summarized as follows:

· A major change had to be done in the so-called programme approach (which was ‘the’ approach for all 7 years of existence of the foundation so far). The “development part” and the “funding part” needed to get clearly divided, which would result in split between helping and controlling. A change in the very role of the foundation: from the relation 1)money-grantor/development consultant – community organisation to 2) a developmental non-grant giving agency. Much clearer relation between clients and consultant agency would be established

· The foundation would rather “facilitate the process”, the natural way of development and not “pour money and control their spending” in the community organizations. The outer funding created lot of “pathology” so far – there had been cases of misuse of great amount of funds by 2 Roma leaders. The foundation would give up its approach to work with organisations only, and would turn to activists and leaders directly. The director said: “We have to follow the natural rhythm of the existing “change agents”, even if there is only one person active and willing to work for the community. Except that: only if they want to change something. Not what we tell them to do, we will stop turning upside down moulds of wet sand, and have 10 identical project initiatives from each place…”. 

Ethical issues in working with minorities: the underlying assumptions
I would comment some of the “burning” issues which go far beyond the case. These issues could seem at first glance not so directly linked to ethics, but in my opinion they are, somehow. I would not speak much of the common truths that one needs to know the culture of the “different by culture” prior to any work with them. Probably everyone who has some experience in working with minorities can point out some basic principles - be absolutely honest and open (otherwise you lose trust as they always feel the false), behave with them as equals with not even a thought of superiority, try not to impose as blueprints ready-to-wear solutions and models…
The situation of minorities is way too complex in a transition country like Bulgaria (unofficial statistics indicates that 1/10 of the population is Roma). The issue of legitimacy is extremely important in my opinion: speaking of development of the “underdeveloped”, but with what right? Do we understand assimilation in fact by integration of minorities? On other hand, why should we consider external, majorities’ pressure on minorities by all means a bad thing? After all, development comes in a way from exposure to the “outer” world. I have one possible answer - any social change going on with these communities needs to be rooted in them and managed in the bottom-up way.
Empowerment vs. dependency. I see two aspects of this issue. In the case of the intermediary foundation there were sometimes open confessions, that the community organisations depend on the foundation for their funding and secured salaries for at least 2 years onward, but the foundation depends on them too – for implementing the programmes and reporting to the donors… In my opinion, this was accompanied with the underlying belief that the local organisations will continue to need the foundation, since they would not be able to cope alone soon. Especially when it comes for Roma communities where change happens very slow. Moreover, when local “agents of change” have regular crises of the very sense of what they do, since the resistance and difficulties they face are often overwhelming.

From the consultant’s point of view - how does a development consultant perceive his/her role? If one is educated, of majority origin, English speaking, experienced, and most important – well meant towards the community organisations, is one seduced to fall in the trap of feeling superior, even sub-consciously? In my opinion, although it may seem politically incorrect even to pronounce it, this is a possible feeling. The point is that one needs to become aware of it and manage it… Probably, this has to do with the fundamental human need to help. But this must go together with another fundamental need – to let go, to give up control, to empower the non-empowered. That is strength. 

I had the chance to discuss profoundly most of the reflections and conclusions in

 this case with late Victor Djorgov, former executive director of C.E.G.A. Foundation,

 to whose memory I dedicate this text.
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