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FOREWORD

Poverty and social exclusion affect about one in seven people in 
the European Union. This is too many, considering we live in one 

of the richest parts of the world. 

As EU Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, 
I feel strongly that we cannot afford to ignore those living at the margins 
of our society, especially when our working population is ageing and 
shrinking. 

We need to invest time, effort and resources to help people out of poverty, 
for the well-being of the individuals concerned but also for society as 
a whole. This is why EU countries have committed to lifting at least 
20 million people out of the risk of poverty and social exclusion by 2020.

And by making 2010 the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion, we aimed at raising 
awareness about the plight of so many citizens. The campaign brings together EU institutions, governments, 
local authorities and civil society, as well as those with first-hand knowledge of living with poverty.

The European Year gives us all an opportunity to develop fresh links and partnerships that can generate 
new ideas and approaches to deal with poverty and social exclusion. 

As a matter of urgency, we need to tackle those factors which are making poverty and social exclusion 
so hard to defeat. This means helping people to develop their skills so they can get a job, or a better one. 
We must make labour markets more accessible to everyone, including young people, elderly and people 
with disabilities and minorities. We also have to make our social services, health and welfare support systems 
even more efficient so they protect the poorest. Nevertheless, one of the most important tools is to support 
education and avoid early drop-out, since higher and better education are key factors in tackling poverty.

In order to achieve our goals, we have to work together – solutions can be best found and implemented 
through co-operation. Local solutions devised by local communities are just as important as national policies 
designed to fight poverty. Certainly, the public and private spheres both have roles to play.

This brochure shows what can happen when a range of institutions and individuals get together to tackle 
poverty and social exclusion. There is a great mix of innovative projects here, from a Slovenian NGO 
answering the specific health needs of vulnerable people to a financial network which is providing credit 
to poorer members of society in several European countries.

Large or small, the message from these featured projects is clear – getting involved and working together 
can and does change lives for the better. I hope the brochure acts as an inspiration to others who want to 
do something concrete to help people out of poverty.

   László Andor, European Commissioner
for Employment, Social Affairs and Social Inclusion
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INTRODUCTION

Europe is one of the world’s richest regions 
with a diverse and sophisticated economy that 

provides a high standard of living. The wealth 
Europe has generated allows many of its citizens 
to enjoy good quality healthcare, education and 
social assistance.

Nevertheless, a huge number of people are not able to 
share the fruits of this success. It is estimated that the 
European Union is home to about 84 million people 
who are at risk of poverty and social exclusion.

Europeans classed as living in poverty have to get 
by on less than 60 % of median national household 
incomes. And about 23.5 million people in the EU 
have to live on less than EUR 10 a day.

The recent economic recession has not helped 
matters. Many people who have lost their jobs have 
become exposed to poverty and social exclusion. 
In some EU Member States rough sleeping – that 
most potent symbol of poverty – is reported to be 
on the rise.

So what can be done for all those who are at risk, and 
how does Europe help people break out of poverty?

Through policy coordination, the EU has developed 
a strategy which seeks to combat poverty in an 
efficient manner. It also provides a framework and 
coordinating role to help Member States develop 
their own activities to tackle poverty and social 
exclusion. The crisis has emphasised the added 
value of policy coordination and provided further 
incentive to reinforce and fully exploit its potential.

In most European countries, social assistance alone is 
not sufficient to lift people out of poverty. Therefore, 
Member States are being encouraged to develop 
active inclusion policies and active labour-market 

policies, along with access to quality services 
consistent with adequate minimum support.

Common objectives now provide a clear focus for 
action in areas like eradicating child poverty, getting 
people into work, fighting discrimination and dealing 
with housing exclusion.

The EU also provides a basket of policies and 
programmes, such as the European Social Fund and 
PROGRESS, to combat poverty. The new Europe 
2020 strategy for the economy explicitly calls for 
inclusive growth that delivers high employment 
and social cohesion.

Adding impetus to these activities, 2010 has been 
chosen as the European Year for Combating Poverty 
and Social Exclusion. Across Europe, initiatives are 
taking place to remind people of the plight of those 
who live with poverty and to highlight the steps that 
are being taken to alleviate the hardships they suffer.

The campaign seeks to raise awareness about the 
complex inter-related issues that blight so many lives. 
It is also bringing together governments, local 
authorities, civil society organisations and people 
who have experienced poverty to collaborate on new 
ideas and initiatives.

The campaign is also highlighting the plight of 
groups that are especially vulnerable to poverty such 
as elderly people, large and single-parent families, 
ethnic minorities, immigrants, homeless people and 
children. It also examines the way poverty seems 
to be passed on through the generations.

The European Year stresses that, by working together, 
society as a whole can help those less fortunate. 
The campaign focuses on the value of education and 
training as tools to combat poverty and joblessness, 
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but also on the role of policymaking and the added 
value of policy coordination. Finding ways to ensure 
that poor and socially excluded people can access 
quality public services in the realms of health, 
housing and benefits is also a priority.

In addition, the European Year is shining a light 
on other issues such as in-work poverty, access 
to cultural and leisure facilities, and the gender 
dimension of poverty.

This brochure provides inspiration to those who are 
committed to helping the poor and socially excluded. 
It showcases a number of projects and initiatives that 
are already improving lives around Europe.

The range of subjects covered – namely EDUCATION, 
EMPLOYMENT, RURAL ISOLATION, HEALTH, HOUSING 
and FINANCIAL INCLUSION – reveals just what 
a challenge it is to help people out of poverty. 

Education offers a route out of poverty by 
providing people with the skills and confidence they 
need to get good quality work. In the Bulgarian town 
of Sliven, a French NGO is supplying teachers with 
the books and materials they need to provide the 
local Roma children with an effective education.

In Hamburg, Germany, the Movego team is 
helping the unemployed into the world of work. 
Young people are getting the chance to learn trades 
from experienced craftspeople by working on 
restoration projects and other building schemes.

In some European countries the risk of poverty 
is twice as high in rural areas as in towns and cities. 
The Heifer Foundation shows what can be achieved 
in Lithuania when livestock is handed over to rural 
communities so people can start their own businesses.

People living in poverty tend to suffer poor 
health and often find it hard to access the medical 
and psychological support they need. In Ljubljana, 
Slovenia, a state-funded NGO called Stigma 
runs two drop-in centres that are visited by about 
80 people every day. The centres offer addicts the 
opportunity to access much needed treatment and 
assistance.

Many poor people suffer poor housing conditions 
because they cannot afford decent accommodation. 
This affects their health and well-being. The 
La Chanca regional rehabilitation programme in 
southern Spain shows what can be done to change 
things. The local government and municipality have 
joined forces with the residents’ network to restore 
the oldest quarter of Almeria.

The poorest members of society often suffer 
financial exclusion because they find it hard to 
access credit on reasonable terms, or even at all. 
The European Microfinance Network is offering 
loans to less-well-off people which they can use 
to set up their own businesses or to pay for essential 
things like training and transport. This scheme 
allowed Sika Mawuke-Dzoussu to open a beauty 
salon in the Belgian capital and Alexandre Aberlen 
to open a computer repair shop in Sausset les Pins 
in France. 

Whatever the project, the message is the same: 
by working together, the prospects of those 
living in poverty can be changed for the better. 
All together, we can build a society for all, 
a Europe where everyone can live in dignity.
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Settled on a plain at the foot of the Karandila 

mountain, Sliven is known as Bulgaria’s 

‘windy city’. The gusty winter wind is 

called Bora, but on the whole the weather here is 

mild, and peach orchards and vineyards flourish 

on the hills.

Sliven is also known as Bulgaria’s Roma capital; 

some 25 000 people or a quarter of its citizens are 

Roma. Once a thriving textile centre, Sliven suf-

fered severely after the fall of Communism when 

state-run factories closed and were replaced by 

artisans working from their garages. Competition 

from China was redoubtable, people struggled 

and the Roma were at the bottom of the pile. 

In 1989, 83 % of Roma in Bulgaria had a job, 

and now less than 20 % work.

ROMA KIDS 
DISCOVER THEIR 
ROOTS, SLIVEN 
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Special classes on Roma origins 
and culture are held just across 
the railway tracks from the slums 
of Sliven’s Roma quarter.
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 Bulgaria’s population of 7.7 million   

 includes an estimated  700 000 Roma.   

 The life expectancy of the average   

 Bulgarian  is 72. That of a Roma   

 from Sliven is 52.   

This is the story of how 
a French NGO called Secours 

Populaire got involved with the 
children of the Nadezhda Roma 
quarter after being approached by 
local schoolteachers. These teach-
ers needed books and teaching 
tools, but they also wanted to put 
their Roma pupils in touch with 
their culture and thus increase 
their sense of self-worth and 
their parents’ trust in education.

Wrong side of the tracks

Nadezhda, which in Bulgarian 
means hope, stands to the south 
of the city’s main railway station, 
and is literally on the wrong side 
of the tracks along which children 
sift through rubbish to sell to the 
scrap merchants.

‘In Bulgaria, as in the rest of 
the Balkans, Roma people live 
mostly in segregated areas,’ says 
journalist Alexandre Dubuisson, 
who spent some time last year 
reporting in Sliven for Secours 
Populaire. ‘But the segregation 
within the Roma community 
itself is even more complex, 
a virtual caste system. In fact, 
it’s equally hard for a Roma to 
marry a non-Roma Bulgarian as 
to marry someone from another 
Roma group.’

The richer part of Nadezhda is 
known as the ‘musicians’ quarter’, 
and the people here – musicians 
or not – live in two-storey, terraced 
red-brick houses to which an extra 
room or a new floor is added when 
the family increases. Further into 
the quarter, the streets grow 
increasingly squalid until, after 
a sudden bend, the houses 
become shacks with aluminium 
roofs. This is where the Goli 
tzigani live – the ‘naked’ gypsies 
at the bottom of the Roma 
hierarchy. 

The stench of refuse is over-
whelming, and donkeys, sheep 
and chicken that share these 
people’s rudimentary homes 
jostle with bare-foot children 
playing among the heaps of 
rubbish. These children don’t 
know that they belong to a culture 
that is both exotic and distinct. 
In Bulgaria, they are widely 
seen as the lowest of the low, 
and that’s often the way they 
see themselves too.

Manned mostly by volunteers, 
Secours Populaire was born 
of the International Red Aid, 
founded in 1926 to support the 

disadvantaged. It has federations 
in every French municipality, 
and works at home and abroad. 
Last year, it helped run aid 
projects in 170 countries, 
assisting local people to set 
up structures to manage a range 
of problems and connecting 
them with potential investors. 

 
Teachers push 
for change

In 2001, the assistant head 
teacher of School No 6 outside 
Nadezhda approached the French 
organisation. The Roma ‘ghetto’ 

The streets of Nadezdha offer little other than concrete, 
half-built houses and aluminium-roof shacks.
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???

doesn’t have its own school, and 
the children all go to No 6 which 
is a 10-minute walk beyond the 
railway. Nine in ten of its pupils 
are Roma, some of Turkish 
descent, others Bulgarian. At first, 
Secours Populaire bought them 
books, computers, school bags, 
trainers and equipment, and then 
in 2007 helped them set up the 
Ensemble association, to which 
the Air France Foundation 
donated EUR 30 000 for a project 
called Etniko. 

‘Schooling in Bulgaria is com-
pulsory until 16,’ says Ekaterina 
Pavlova, one of the teachers 
involved in Etniko’s cultural 
awareness-raising project that 
ran successfully for two years 
but had to be interrupted when 
the sponsorship ended. ‘Despite 
this, many Roma children and 
particularly the girls drop out 
after the age of 12 either because 
they get married or because their 
parents can’t afford to keep them 
in school.’ 

‘These children don’t now about 
their past,’ says Dubuisson. ‘Etniko 
was about teaching them about 
their origins and their culture. 
Very often perception of the 
past among the Roma goes 
no further back than the grand-
parents. They have no idea that 
their roots are in India. For them, 
the past is even more remote 
than is Charlemagne to French 
school kids.’

Pavlova is proud of what the 
project has achieved. Over its 
two-year span, three groups of 
12 children were involved and, 
though this was only a small 
part of the whole school, she feels 
that it went a long way towards 
changing hearts and minds. 
As well as extra classes about 
Roma ethnic groups, traditions 
and culture, including dances, 
songs, stories and legends, 
the children went on trips to 
museums and restaurants.

‘We did little things but they were 
important. For instance, we took 
the children to a Bulgarian bistro 
near our school. We taught them 
how to behave, how to order 
politely, how to pay. At first the 
restaurant staff were hostile and 
the children themselves were ill 
at ease. Most Bulgarians simply 
see the Roma as dirty and 
thieving. But after a while, the 
atmosphere grew much warmer. 
The children knew songs and 
they were well behaved.’

Pavlova knows it doesn’t sound 
like much. But she hopes that 
when they grow up, these chil-
dren will have learnt something 
positive they can teach their 
own children about school and 
the outside world. Modestly, 
she wishes that Etniko could 
continue but she knows that 
times are hard for everyone. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION
www.secourspopulaire.fr

www.sliven.net

A significant part of the European 
Union’s 10-12 million Roma live 
in inadequate socio-economic 
conditions. Many of them face 

limited access to high-quality 

education, suffer poor health 

and high mortality rates, 

and are frequently excluded 

from the labour market. 

Roma inclusion is a priority of 

EU policymaking. The problems 

are complex and interdependent 

and need to be tackled compre-

hensively by all the stakeholders, 

including the Roma themselves. 
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W ith Europe’s economic crisis sparking 

deep concern about unemployment, 

particularly among young people, an 

experiment by educators and teachers in Hamburg 

is worth a close look. These progressive thinkers 

in an area hard hit by budget cuts are quite simply 

trying to make learning more attractive. 

Karl Fink, 57, a tubby dark man in overalls, was 

a carpenter in his native Kazakhstan. He has just 

installed a beech wood bench inside a gleaming 

green early 20th-century railway carriage. This 

is one of the specialities of the production school 

Movego, the non-profit in Hamburg that gets 

unemployed people back into work by restoring 

old trains, and building bike garages and even 

sturdy garden chairs. Fink’s skills are such that 

the school took him on permanently, and it is 

from him that the young men in their late teens 

and early twenties learn about the wood trade. 

LEARNING 
HOW TO LEARN 
IN HAMBURG
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A carpenter in his native Kazakhstan, 
Karl Fink teaches now at the Movego school. 

Inset – Russian students: just one of 
the nationalities at the Hamburg school.
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Making learning 
attractive

F ink is one of 150 or so men 
– many from immigrant 

backgrounds – who work in 
this warehouse by the river Elbe. 
The organisation was founded 
to give work to unemployed 
shipyard metalworkers when 
the city’s major industry died out. 
In 1997, it joined forces with an 
association working with young 
people. The idea now is to train 
people of all ages to get back into 
employment. And part of that 
is making it appealing and 
relevant to study and learn.

The focus now in the state of 
Hamburg is hands-on vocational 
schools for those who have fallen 
by the wayside. In Germany, if 
you don’t have a school-leaving 
certificate, you’re in a big mess, 
and very often those in the 
most serious mess are young 
people from poorer, immigrant 
backgrounds. 

This September, Movego launched 
a vocational training school 
(on top of its production school) 
to help young people obtain 
their school-leaving certificates. 
The state of Hamburg is pushing 
for the creation of 10 or so 
vocational schools.

A jovial educator in a bright 
green shirt, Jürgen Dege-Rüger 
works for the government- 
sponsored IBA (Internationale 
Bau-Ausstellung – International 
Building Exhibition), a nation-
wide operation in urban planning 
that is based in Hamburg for the 
next three years. Its headquarters 
are in the poor, heavily immigrant 
Wilhelmsburg, the large island 
to the south of the city where 
allotments spring up on either 
side of the motorway that bisects 
it. Dege-Rüger’s job is to imple-
ment a lifelong learning plan, 
with a special focus on increasing 
the number of school leavers with 
at least the lowest-level diplomas. 

The former schoolteacher cites 
Germany’s poor score in the 
OECD’s Pisa programme that 
assesses 15-year-olds’ perform-
ances. ‘For a rich country, we 
have a disproportionate number 
of badly educated young people 
from poor, often immigrant 
backgrounds with no access to 
jobs.’ How do you change that? 
Dege-Rüger says that today’s 
issue in education is ‘to teach 
how to learn,’ rather than to 
promote the accumulation of 
a common store of knowledge. 

In Wilhelmsburg, one of the chal-
lenges is to create links between 
existing institutions. ‘We have 
schools, kindergartens, youth 
and advice centres on the island,’ 
he says, ‘but they don’t work 
together and they aren’t attractive 
enough to parents and kids.’ 
Dege-Rüger believes that poor-
area schools should receive more 
state funds than other schools.

Back in the system

Holger Dohnt, who runs Movego, 
also feels that lack of coordination 
creates a great waste of energy and 
resources. He believes that not 
enough is being done to coordinate 
the various ministry departments 
that deal with young people 
and unemployment. Too many 
youths drop completely out of 
the system. ‘These kids have 
had school rammed down their 
throats. They want to be treated 
like adults and given serious career 
guidance.’ He believes his school 
offers just that. ‘We don’t fuss 
about social workers. We just try 
to get them jobs when they leave 
this place.’

The city’s oldest vocational 
training school is the 10-year-old 
Altona, run by the soft-spoken 
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Teacher Jürgen Dege-Rüger says Germany has a disproportionate number 
of poorly educated young people from immigrant backgrounds.
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In December 2009, more 

than 5.5 million young 
men and women under 

the age of 25 were unem-

ployed, representing 

21.4 % of that population 

and rising. In Spain, youth 

unemployment tops 40 %.

This is clearly going to call 

for a concerted effort by 

European governments 

to master the problems 

that have eluded them 

for so long. Key areas 

include support in finding 

work for underprivileged 
groups like immigrants, 

poorly educated and 

untrained youth, and 

questions of mobility 

of young people. 

Thomas Johanssen. With the state 
push to create new schools of its 
kind, it’s a role model, itself 
inspired by the very effective 
Danish system. Altona takes in 
48 students a year, 40 % of them 
with an immigrant background. 
In its small, relaxed classrooms, 
students aged from 16 to 18 study 
and do practical work to get their 
basic school-leaving certificate 
– a key to entering the job market. 

‘It’s essential to make learning 
attractive and to encourage self-
esteem,’ says Johanssen. To this 
end, he makes sure that his stu-
dents have two hot meals a day 
in the friendly canteen – a late 
breakfast because many students 
don’t have one at all, and lunch. 

‘The key to success is creating 
motivation,’ he adds. Students 

study languages, chemistry 
and multi-media, and also make 
made-to-measure furniture for 
private clients. ‘Traditionally, 
study and technical schools have 
been separate. Here we combine 
technical with practical work.’ 

His record proves that this 
approach works; half the former 
students get jobs and another 
20 % go back to school. Fighting 
unemployment is an uphill 
struggle.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
www.movego.eu

www.psa-hamburg.de
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They say copying is the sincerest form of flattery: Movego’s Adirondack-style 
garden chairs can be found in Hamburg’s most stylish gardens.
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A lbertas raises bees in the Lithuanian 

countryside. He sells honey, ambrosia, 

bee-bread and a mead-like alcohol 

made with honey. His wife Diana decorates 

wax candles.

Diana and Albertas Usinskai have three children 

– ten, five and a boy of six. The eldest, Austeja, 

is named after Lithuania’s bee goddess. A skinny, 

bright-eyed girl, she’s dressed up for the inter-

view in a pink dress and silver belt. Her little 

sister has small white tulle flowers in her hair. 

Albertas’s ageing parents also live in the same 

plain wooden house with its corrugated iron 

roof in Milošaičiai, some 50 km from Lithuania’s 

former capital, Kaunas. 

LIVESTOCK 
THAT MAKES 
A DIFFERENCE 
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The beehives donated by the Heifer Baltic Foundation 
are transforming farmer Albertas Usinskai’s fortunes.

Inset – His children can look to a brighter future.



14

Hard times

Only a few years ago, things 
weren’t so rosy for the 

Usinskai family. They had no 
electricity and little contact with 
their neighbours. The closest 
farm is 2 km away. Diana is 
slowed down by a severe limp. 
She looked after the children and 
the old people, while Albertas did 
odd jobs. Life seemed to hold 
few prospects.

That’s when the Heifer Foundation 
stepped in. It’s an international 
Arkansas-based charity that was 
founded 65 years ago by Ameri-
can farmer Dan West. West had 
been in Spain during its civil war 
in the 1930s and had found him-
self feeding hungry children with 
cups of milk. It struck him that 
what these children really needed 
was a cow, not the odd drink of 
milk. That’s when it all started.

Handing on livestock

Heifer International’s goal is 
to eradicate poverty and hunger, 
and now it provides livestock 
and training in 128 countries. 
Each recipient family commits 
itself to giving the first offspring 
of a donated animal to another 
family in equally dire straits. 
Heifer launched its Baltic branch 
10 years ago with headquarters 
in Vilnius and smaller offices in 
neighbouring Latvia and Estonia. 

On the walls of the Vilnius office, 
there’s a photograph of Heifer 
Baltic Foundation director 
Arūnas Svitojus shaking hands 
with former US President 
Bill Clinton. The organisation 
is almost entirely funded by 
private donations, many from 
Americans of Baltic descent.

‘The economic crisis has hit us 
hard,’ says Svitojus. ‘Over the 
last two years, 15-20 % of the 
country’s population has emi-
grated. Uneducated rural people 
go to work for the black economy 
in other countries, leaving their 
children behind with grandparents 
or neighbours. We try to provide 
them with ways of making some 
money so that they don’t have 
to leave.’

Last year, Heifer ran 30 projects 
in Lithuania and 50 in the Baltic 
States as a whole. Livestock 
includes everything from Holstein 
cows to the local Samogitian 
horses, pigs, rabbits, chickens, 
earthworms and bees. According 
to Svitojus, the Baltic Foundation 
usually deals in a mellower breed 
of bee native to Lithuania. 

Making money 
with honey

Bees as a species are increasingly 
threatened by modern agricultural 
methods, but they are pretty 
healthy in this pesticide-free 
part of the country situated in 
a national park. For farmers here 
who were eking out a miserable 

Arūnas Svitojus of Heifer Baltic – ‘We try to provide people with ways 
of making money so they don’t have to leave the country’. 
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Rural areas represent more than 80 % 

of European Union territory and some 

25 % of its population. In some EU countries, 

the risk of poverty is twice as high in rural 

areas as in cities, but the problems partic-

ular to these regions have until now been 

overlooked in most studies on poverty. 

Fighting poverty and social exclusion 

in rural zones goes hand-in-hand with 

impro ving access to facilities and services, 

including schools, doctors, transport 

and even shops. This requires a new and 

coordinated approach to social and regional 

policy and agricultural development. 

living, ecological apiculture 
seemed the best option, even if 
the necessary equipment was 
beyond the means of many.

Albertas and Diana nowadays 
earn a small income from their 
bees. With a cow, a horse, two 
pigs and 20 chickens, they are 
virtually self-sufficient, making 
their own butter, cheese and 
bread. The 1 000 litres of honey 
the bees produce bring in 
EUR 300 a month. They have 
bought cupboards for their 
Spartan wood-heated main room, 
and have even been putting a little 
money aside. Diana wants her 
children to go university and puts 
much faith in Austeja, who has 
been top of her class three years 
in a row.

Before Lithuania won back its 
independence from the Soviet 
Union in 1991, Albertas used 
to work on a collective farm. 

Thanks to Heifer’s gift of 
seven beehives, electric tools, 
beekeeping gear and training in 
how to use a computer, the family 
are now active members of the 
community. There’s a waiting list 
for Albertas’honey. Diana has 
blossomed out of her retreat and 
works half-time as an accountant. 
She also manages the beekeeping 
project in the local community 
where nine other families have 
received aid. Every six months, 
she produces a progress report 
that goes to project manager 
Gražina Mongirdienė at Heifer, 
who says she could never live 
outside her country because of 
Lithuania’s wonderful countryside. 

Sitting at the round table in chairs 
carved out of tree trunks, the 
Usinskai home is almost idyllic. 
Potted flowers fill the little front 
garden and the air is fragrant with 
the smell of fresh grass. 

Albertas brings out a bottle 
of the deceptively mild-tasting 
Midus made with honey and 
herbs and fills a few glasses to 
the rim. Lithuania’s sweet national 
drink is never so good as home-
made and this one is three years 
old. Bees hover around the glasses, 
while Albertas picks up his 
young est daughter and gives her 
a resounding kiss.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
www.heifer.lt
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On Ljubljana’s hot summer evenings, fam-

ilies catch the breeze at the Slovenian 

capital’s pretty riverside cafés and res-

taurants. Not far away, some 10 or 12 men are 

drinking beer in a derelict yard. They sit next to 

a hill of empty beer cans, and the weary visitor 

must look out for discarded syringes underfoot. 

This is where some of the drug users who are on 

methadone go to get drunk after swallowing their 

daily dose from the clinic around the corner.

WEANING 
DRUG USERS OFF 
THE HARD STUFF 
IN LJUBLJANA
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Ljubljana tries to help users though rehabilitation schemes, 
including centres that give out methadone.

Inset – Borut Bah, who runs Stigma’s outreach programme.
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L ike many cities elsewhere, 
Ljubljana has a drug prob-

lem. Culturally-vibrant Slovenia 
is on the so-called Balkan drugs 
route from Afghanistan and trade 
is brisk in heroine, cocaine and 
dance drugs like ecstasy and 
MDMA. 

Ljubljana tries to control its deal-
ers and users through punishment 
and rehabilitation schemes like 
its treatment centres that give 
out the less-addictive synthetic 
drug methadone. It is proud to 
be the European country with the 
lowest number of HIV-positive 
drug users, and much of this 
achievement is due to Stigma, 
a state-funded NGO with two 
drop-in centres in Ljubljana visited 
daily by 80 men and women.

A focus on health

Stigma’s mission is to reach 
people early on in their addiction, 
and to work with all drug users 

until they enter a detox programme 
or give it up altogether. Among 
other actions, Stigma staff coun-
sel prisoners and have set up 
a shelter for women users who are 
victims of violence. Their most 
important project is prevention of 
HIV and Hepatitis C through health 
education. They encourage the use 
of sterile needles, and they urge 
addicts to return used ones.

The 19-year-old organisation has 
a successful outreach programme; 
its Peugeot van fitted with seats, 
a table and a storage room visits 
nine cities once a week. The van 
was bought in 2007 with help 
from the European Commission, 
who paid 60 % of the costs. 

‘Before then,’ says Stigma 
director and field worker Borut 
Bah, ‘we used to go by car and 
we’d meet addicts in bars and 
cafés, or on the street. Now they 
know where and when to find us, 
and no one can listen in on our 
conversations.’

One Monday very early in the 
morning, Borut and fellow social 
worker Blažena Kovanović set 
out for Novo Mesto in the south-
east of the country where many 
locals work for the Renault car 
factory. Slovenia’s famous Cviček 
red wine comes from the rolling 
hills around here.

A morning in 
Novo Mesto

After the one-hour drive from 
the capital, Borut parks outside 
the small railway station close 
to the centre where methadone is 
handed out. Three men are already 
waiting, and over the next two 
hours, another eight or nine will 
drop by. 

They’ve come for basic health 
care, and to pick up needles 
and little bags of ascorbic acid 
for melting heroin. Some have 
tattoos, others piercings. Most 
chain-smoke. Many are jittery. 
Almost all are comfortable to 
talk about their habit, the drugs 
they take and the drugs they take 
to stop taking drugs.

There’s natty Serbian Marco, 
who describes himself as a DJ. 
He takes the weaning drug 
Suboxone, and says he’ll soon 
be clean. He studied to be 
a nurse but can’t find work, 
and says that times are hard. 
He would like to start a family 
but can’t afford to. There’s also 
Jože, who has a farm not far 
away with chickens, rabbits and 
two pigs, and says that now he 
only takes methadone mixed 
with orange juice.

And then there’s Miha who 
shoots cocaine straight into his 
groin because the femoral vein 

Ljubljana by night.
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A recent EU communi-

cation* highlighted vast 

inequalities in health-
care, not only across the 

EU but also within each 

country. Reducing these 

inequalities requires 

concerted action of all 

parties at European and 

regional levels, including 

awareness raising, 

policy development 

and new forms of coop-

eration in the sectors 

of education, health and 

public administration. 

*‘Solidarity in Health: reducing 

health inequalities in the EU’.

The Ljubljana hospital has 
a methadone department where 
a local doctor says she sees some 
400 addicts a year. ‘Most come 
every day, and a lot of them 
are able to start work or go back 
to school,’ she says. The clinic’s 
policy is not to let anyone through 
the doors unless they get here 
on time, and the rule is rigidly 
applied.

‘That’s OK,’ says former addict 
and Stigma staff member Katja. 
‘Addicts need discipline and 
timetables.’ 

is the only one he can still find. 
He has tried to stop many times. 
Borut and Blažena listen patiently 
as he tells his story. That’s their job. 
Their ultimate aim is to help these 
people kick the habit, but in the 
meantime they’re there to assist 
with everything from clean needles 
to filling in official forms for find-
ing work or for health coverage.

‘When I finished training as 
a social worker,’ says Borut, 
‘I wanted to work with drug abus-
ers. I’d had friends who’d been 
on drugs and I’d been to some 
weird places when I was young.’ 
He looks the part with his soft 
Mohawk hair, but his pleasant, 
humane manner hides a dogged 
commitment to helping willing 
drug abusers move away from 
the abyss.

Addicts can pick up clean needles and get basic healthcare. 
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Over the last 20 years, La Chanca’s 

Regional Rehabilitation programme 

has undertaken a sweeping restoration 

of the oldest quarter of Almeria in southern 

Spain. The goal has been to improve the health, 

housing, education, employment and social 

rights of its 12 000 citizens. Working together are 

the municipality of Almeria, the Andalucian 

government and – last but far from least – 

La Chanca’s famously combative residents’ 

associations. 

UNDYING SPIRIT 
OF LA CHANCA, 
ANDALUCIA
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La Chanca’s new quarter is in the spirit 
of the former fishing village. 

Inset – On a school visit to the worksite.
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 ‘For a significant part of Europe’s population,  

 housing costs account for over 40 % of disposable   

 income. Some 13 % find it hard to meet these costs.’  

When the respected Spanish 
writer Juan Goytisolo 

travelled in the early 1960s to 
La Chanca in Andulacia, he was 
shocked by ‘the squalor of the 
crowded houses, the dirty and 
pestilent streets.’ His book, 
La Chanca, was deemed by 
the Franco government to be 
too critical and would not be 
published in Spain for another 
20 years. 

Some things have changed, others 
are unchangeable. The colours 
in this southern city are warm, 
the music is flamenco, the smells 
are of baking bread and grilling 
fish and the temperatures are 
torrid under the unforgiving sun. 
People’s faces in Almeria’s 
Moorish historic centre are 
white and every colour of brown 
all the way to black and, although 
poor, they live in harmonious 
co-existence. La Chanca is a story 
of hope and victory against the 
odds, and a successful demonstra-
tion of urban renewal that has 
since been used as a role model 
in Granada, Seville, Cordoba 
and Malaga.

Tradition of protest

The Special Plan for the 
Rehabilitation of La Chanca 
(Peri) was set up in response to 
the untiring actions of the neigh-
bourhood’s residents and with 

a deep commitment from the 
Andalucian government. It was 
adopted in 1990 with goals that 
were more wide-reaching than 
just the physical improvement of 
conditions. The aim was to inter-
vene in the broader problems of 
the community with programmes 
involving computers and the 
Internet, women’s issues, and 
‘Cuido mi casa, cuido mi barrio’ 
(taking care of my house and my 
neighbourhood) that sought to 
teach people to look after their 
homes and environment.

La Chanca is the city’s historic 
centre, having once been the fish-
ermen’s quarter of one of the most 
important ports of the Caliphate of 
Cordoba. In the early 20th century, 
gypsies settled in the abandoned 

ruins of the ancient Al-Hawd sub-
urb and still make up a dynamic 
23 % of its population. 

The city’s ground plan hasn’t 
changed much since Arab days, 
including the cave houses carved 
into the cliffs where the poorer 
residents used to live. The doors 
of the fishermen’s white box-like 
one-storey houses were tradition-
ally painted in the same bright 
colour as each fisherman’s boat.
 
Now, some 1 000 houses have 
been restored and some 250 built 
to rent, mostly for the residents 
of cave dwellings that have had 
to be abandoned. The houses may 
be sprucer than before but they 
are very much in the old style, 
so the doors are still painted 

Specialist Ana Vinuesa – ‘La Chanca is a fascinating project, 
both social and architectural in scope’.
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According to recent European and international 
reports, an important key to fighting poverty and 
social exclusion is to improve the living standards 

of disadvantaged people in the very places where 

they live, including access to adequate housing. 

Integrated urban regeneration programmes have 

the great advantage of simultaneously improving 

social and territorial cohesion. An essential part 

of planning and social policy in Denmark, Germany, 

Finland, France, the UK and Luxembourg involves 

approaches that avoid developing high concen-

trations of disadvantaged people. 

from house to house and expel-
ling the traffickers. ‘These men 
were literally jumping out of 
windows and running away,’ 
says Vidal. ‘The people cleaned 
up La Chanca.’ The third time 
the population got together to 
improve their lot was when they 
decided to build or restore what 
were often very primitive homes. 

Preserving soul

La Chanca’s thriving community 
of frequently unemployed and 
predominantly youthful people 
lives in an inter-cultural mix of 
Muslim north and sub-Saharan 
Africans, and Catholics, including 
the Catholic Roma. 

‘It’s a stable population with 
a strong sense of belonging,’ 
says Ana Vinuesa. ‘When people 
make a little more money, they 
tend to move closer to the sea 
where the residential conditions 
are better, but they want to stay 
in La Chanca.’ 

Most immigrants are from 
the Maghreb, and there are 
also South Americans and East 
Europeans, with inter-marriage 
not a rarity. This harmonious 

in the same vivid colours. The 
Andalucian government has so 
far invested EUR 45 million in 
renovation work, with another 
EUR 47.7 million earmarked 
for future work. 

‘La Chanca is a fascinating 
project,’ says Ana Vinuesa, who 
works for the Andalucian govern-
ment’s department of Public Works 
and runs the rehabilitation office 
in La Chanca itself. ‘It is both 
social and architectural in scope. 
It is managed at a local level, and 
it actively involves the people 
who live there.’

‘It is quite unique,’ adds sociolo-
gist Fernando Vidal of Madrid’s 
Comillas University. ‘The neigh-
bourhood action groups have 
always been incredibly powerful 
here when in the mid-1980s 
they were collapsing in the rest 
of Spain. You have this very inclu-
sive situation where different 
nationalities, religions and beliefs 
comfortably co-exist.’ 

Back in the mid-1980s, La Chanca’s 
citizen action groups successfully 
took on the municipal authorities 
on issues of education, health and 
security. After that, they tackled 
the quarter’s drug dealers, going 

co-existence didn’t happen by 
chance; the citizens of La Chanca 
themselves promoted the inclusion 
of immigrants through culture-
sharing initiatives with children 
and young people. And yet prob-
lems are rife, including high 
unemployment, inadequate work-
ing skills and broken families. 
There still aren’t enough houses, 
and many are overcrowded and in 
bad condition with a lack of bath-
rooms, toilets and other basic 
amenities.

This sun-baked southern province 
of Andalucia has some of the 
driest weather in Spain. But its 
story isn’t all harshness and bar-
renness; it is also a unique project 
of social, economic and physical 
rehabilitation that has kept alive 
the heart and the soul of a neigh-
bourhood. La Chanca lives on.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
www.laciudadviva.org 
See La Ciudad Viva for similar 

restoration projects in Andalucia.

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_
policy/urban2/
The European Commission’s 

URBAN programme has 

contributed EUR 10 million to 

the rehabilitation of La Chanca. 
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A 
diligent visitor can still find and buy 

for a song an Art Deco vase or a bucolic 

landscape at Brussels’ picturesque flea 

market. Three years ago, perky Sika Mawuke-

Dzossou, 34, opened a beauty salon nearby. 

Her customers are neighbourhood folk as well 

as staff from the two major hospitals up the road 

who come in for a quick pedicure. If it wasn’t for 

Microcredit, she says, she wouldn’t have been 

able to do it.

LOANS FOR 
THE EXCLUDED 
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The Brussels flea market is both junkyard and treasure trove. 

Inset – Microcredit borrower Sika Mawuke-Dzossou 
runs a beauty salon nearby.
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 In 2009, 27 % of microloan clients  

 in Europe were women, 13 % were 

 immigrants or belonged to ethnic  

 minorities, and 11 % were young people.  

S ika, originally from Togo, is 
the mother of two boys, the 

youngest only a few months old. 
She put herself through a beauty 
and pedicure course and, at the 
welfare office, spotted by chance 
the visiting card of a man who 
advises people on small loans. 

‘I already had most of the equip-
ment, but the EUR 15 000 loan 
is what got me started.’ Her 
business is doing well, she says, 
and she has already reimbursed 
a second loan of EUR 13 000 
for a tanning bed at the same 
4 % interest rate. 

Europe-wide loan 
networking

Sika was lent the money by 
Brussels’s Regional Investment 
Company via its subsidiary 
Brusoc, one of 87 NGOs 
and lending and consultancy 
organisations in 21 countries 
that belong to the European 
Microfinance Network. Three 
European organisations set up 
the network in Paris in 2003, 
and executive director Philippe 
Guichandut has been running 
it since to promote the micro-
financing sector in Europe and 
lobby for it within the European 
institutions. Microcredit has 
developed widely in France where 
it was introduced 22 years ago. 
The system has started to develop 
in Germany, although loans there 
tend to concentrate on entrepre-
neurs, whereas in Spain they aim 
for social inclusion. It is also 
widespread in Eastern Europe.

Interest rates vary considerably 
across Europe; France Initiative 
lends as a complement to bank 
loans and charges no interest at 
all, whereas lenders in the UK 
can ask for up to 30 % interest. 

‘Naturally, the system only 
works if people can reimburse 
their loans,’ says Guichandut. 
‘The lending organisations put 
a lot of effort into helping people 
succeed. Most of them provide 
free advice and training.’

The microcredit business model 
across Europe is not dissimilar to 
the original Grameen banks that 
earned their founder, Muhammed 
Yunus, the Nobel Peace Prize. 
Grameen has transformed the 
lives of millions of people in 
Bangladesh by providing small 
loans with no collateral or 
security. 

‘Even if the overall framework 
is completely different,’ says 
Guichandut, ‘the jobs are often 
pretty similar – carpenters, hair-
dressers, restaurateurs. The idea 

is to lend money to people who 
wouldn’t otherwise have access 
to it.’ This can also mean personal 
loans that contribute to finding 
a job, like buying a motorcycle 
or a second-hand car or paying 
for a move or a training course. 
Occasionally, too, people will 
borrow money to improve the 
energy efficiency of their homes. 

France among 
the pioneers

End of 2009, the French members 
of the European Microfinance 
Network had 70 252 clients, 
and the total value of loans was 
EUR 152.6 million. Of the bor-
rowers, 35 % were women and 
19 % were immigrants or from 
ethnic minorities. The system is 
essentially aimed at the citizens 
who suffer most from social 
exclusion.

Among them are people like 
Alexandre Aberlen in Sausset-
les-Pins in Provence who four 
years ago opened a shop for 
selling and repairing computers. 
The Adie association that helps 
people excluded from the tradi-
tional banking system lent him 
EUR 3 000, which allowed him 
to buy the furniture he needed for 
the shop. The loan also helped 
to leverage a bank guarantee. 
‘I was on welfare,’ says Aberlen, 
‘and I’d always been mad about 
computers.’ 

Philippe Guichandut says the idea 
is to lend money to people who 
otherwise wouldn’t have access 
to loans.
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The latest European 

Microfinancing survey 

shows that the sector is 

starting to feel the impact 

of the economic crisis, 

but is still standing strong. 

In spite of recent setbacks 

like access to funding, 

the European Union has 

helped maintain micro-

finance activities in Europe 

and, as a result, the sector 

is continuing to grow. 

The overall value of 

loans has increased (3 %), 

although the number of 

loans has dropped (-7 %).

with them, he put together 
a business plan with a request 
for a EUR 30 000 loan. ‘I found 
a travelling fishmonger who 
was selling his round, including 
his customers, and it worked.’ 
A 65 % guarantee from France 
Active guaranteed his loan from 
the Caisse d’Épargne. ‘It works 
fine,’ he says, ‘I’ve always had 
an easy rapport with people.’

The extrovert Digna Mendez 
Furtado opened Le Scorpion 
in Marseille, a small restaurant 
specialising in Cape Verdean 
dishes like octopus stew and 
the crisp B’stilla pastry. Bringing 
up three children on her own, 
she was having a hard time of it. 

Or there’s Pascal Beaugrand 
at Outreau in northern France 
who now works as a fishmonger 
after a dark spell when he lost his 
driving licence, his marriage and 
his job and had no unemployment 
benefit. He went on a training 
course at the Centre for Sea 
Products at Boulogne-sur-Mer. 
‘I come from a family of fish-
mongers,’ he says, ‘and when 
someone suggested I take up the 
profession, I thought why not?’ 

After a failed first project, he 
contacted a member of the soli-
darity network France Active 
that helps open bank credits to 
un employed people who want 
to start a business. Together 

Above – Alexandre Aberlen in Provence borrowed to open a computer shop. 
Below – Cap Verdean Digna Mendez Furtado serves her country’s 
specialities in Marseilles, thanks to a Microcredit loan.

‘I used to do travelling sales work 
between Portugal, Cape Verde 
and Marseilles and I just couldn’t 
make ends meet. Then I started 
doing a little cooking for official 
functions, and people said, 
‘you’re such a good cook, why 
don’t you start a restaurant?’ 
Her loan of EUR 2 500 from 
Adie was the boost she needed. 
Now her restaurant is full every 
night, and when she’s in the 
mood, she’ll sing her customers 
a Cape Verdean Morna.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
http://www.european-
microfinance.org/
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MORE INFORMATION ABOUT POVERTY 
AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION IN EUROPE
(NON EXHAUSTIVE LIST FOR FURTHER READING)

 ■ European Commission, Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities: 
http://ec.europa.eu/social

 ■ László Andor, European Commissioner for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Social Inclusion: 
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/andor

 ■ Europe 2020: A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020

 ■ 2010 European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion: 
www.2010againstpoverty.eu

 ■ Social protection & social inclusion in the EU: 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=750

 ■ Peer reviews: 
www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu

 ■ European Social Fund: 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/esf/index_en.htm

 ■ PROGRESS: 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=327

 ■ Microfinance facilities: 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=836&langId=en

 ■ URBAN II programme: 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/urban2

 ■ For Diversity. Against Discrimination: 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/fdad/cms/stopdiscrimination?langid=en

 ■ Youth on the Move: 
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/vassiliou/events/debate_en.htm

MORE INFORMATION ABOUT THE 
NGOS INVOLVED IN THE MAGAZINE 

 ■ Coalition of Social NGOs across Europe: 
www.endpoverty.eu/-HOME-.html

 ■ CECODHAS: 
www.cecodhas.org 

 ■ European Anti-Poverty Network: 
www.eapn.org 

 ■ European Microfinance Network: 
www.european-microfinance.org
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