VETKA DISTRICT EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE & WEST OXFORDSHIRE VETKA ASSOCIATION PARTNERSHIP
PROJECT REPORT

VISIT TO BELARUS – APRIL 12TH TO 19TH 2009

WOVA Directors Nigel Roberts and David Tee flew to Belarus on April 12th for the latest project visit. They were accompanied by Harriet Roberts and Alexandra Field, two Year 12 pupils from South Bromsgrove High School, who were to spend the week teaching in the Vetka Gymnasium (formerly School Number 2), to promote and develop links between schools, as well as to complete the community residential module of their Gold Duke of Edinburgh Award activities. The notation ‘gymnasium’ confers special status on the school in recognition of its high standards of achievement. 
There follows a report of project activities undertaken during the course of the week.

The Bradt Guide to Belarus
The four WOVA representatives met with Alexei Shved of the Belarusian Government’s Foreign Ministry in Minsk on Monday 13th April, to discuss opportunities for joint publishing ventures in relation to the Bradt Travel Guide to Belarus, written by Nigel Roberts and first published in June 2008.

NJR reported that stocks of the initial print run of 4,500 were running low and that a further run was to be commissioned later this year. Bradt also anticipate that there will be a second edition, possibly in 2011. The Polish edition had just been published, with the Russian and Italian editions to follow next year.

NJR and AS had exchanged e-mail concerning options for future co-operation relating to the book.

NJR gave AS a copy of issue 25 (March/April 2009) of hidden europe magazine, containing NJR’s article on life in Vetka, as well as a copy of a recent edition of New Internationalist magazine, in which a ‘country profile’ article on Belarus quotes the Bradt guide as source material. 
Valery Dubovsky (Director of the company ‘Unipack’) then joined the meeting. Active in the publishing market in Belarus since 1995, Unipack is a closed joint stock company with a broad portfolio of published books, magazines, newspapers and advertising material. Unipack would like to submit a proposal to Bradt in relation to printing the Belarus guide, as well as distributing it in Belarus. An initial specification has been drawn up for consideration by reference to information contained on the Bradt website, but Valery will now submit a further (more detailed) proposal. This part of the meeting concluded with a visit to the printing works of Unipack’s partner organisation Ustmage, where Director Vyacheslav Lyazh led a tour of the factory to demonstrate the state-of-the-art facilities and equipment that are available there. And it is here that the book would be printed. A joint proposal is now awaited from Unipack and Ustmage.
AS then took the four English delegates to meet Sergei Plytkevich, Director of Riftour, another major Belarusian publishing house with a prominent role in promoting tourism and leisure. Sergei may also be interested in publishing the Bradt guide. One of Riftour’s leading publications is the national newspaper ‘Tourism and Leisure’. At the conclusion of the meeting, NJR was interviewed by journalist Yulia Atrochenka about the guide, as well as about tourism in Belarus generally. That interview has now been published. 
AS felt that the day had been a very positive one. Overall, there are clear indications that the emerging tourism market in Belarus is showing real signs of development and a growing maturity. The Bradt guide, the first guidebook devoted solely to the country to be published in English, is regarded by the Belarusian authorities as being an important feature of this market.

After spending Monday in Minsk, the delegation took the evening Gomelavia flight to Gomel, to spend the remainder of the visit engaged on furthering WOVA’s Vetka projects.

Relations between WOVA and Vetka District Executive Committee

Tuesday began with an extremely constructive and encouraging meeting with Vetka District Committee Chief Executive Viktor Burakov and Business Manager Sergei Konchits. Also present were Svetlana Biran, Head Teacher at the Vetka Gymnasium (and newly-appointed first point of contact for WOVA in respect of the current visit) and Anna Skripko (Gymnasium teacher and translator/interpreter for the week). NJR and DJGT gave a position statement in respect of each of the current projects –
· the Bradt Guide to Belarus and tourism initiatives;

· developing links and liaison between English and Belarusian schools;

· the Injury Minimization Programme for Schools (‘IMPS’);

· the family resource centre in Vetka; and

· developing local farming initiatives in Vetka district.

Everyone was extremely positive about the level of progress that had been achieved in each of the projects thus far. There is significant scope for all of them to develop and grow in the future, as resources permit. VB confidently believes that these partnership initiatives very much serve the interests of capacity-building within the community, and he also has two new ideas, which were duly discussed. He reported that the computers purchased by WOVA during the last visit (June 2008) are installed and in use at the family resource centre, which is proving to be a valuable community facility. It is open between the hours of 9.00 and 18.00 from Monday to Friday, and is available for use by children between the ages of 6 and 17. The provision of IT facilities here is especially helpful for children with no such access at home, as well as for those in special need. Teachers also use the computers. The facility is run by one member of staff with IT expertise. Overall, it represents a positive advertisement for the power of learning through information technology, although it is unfortunate that there is presently no internet access.  Nonetheless, it is the first such centre in Vetka and VB believes that it is a very innovative programme for the country as a whole. He would like to see the centre continue to grow, but he would also like to create a specialist e-learning unit at the Gymnasium, purely for the educational development of individual pupils. This is VB’s first idea. His second is designed to further the objective of supporting people who are prepared to take responsibility and ownership for changing their own lives for the better. All communities have children with problems at home, who find themselves on the streets for significant periods of time. Vetka is no exception. To address this issue, VB would like to create a resource for young people to participate in sporting activities, although he understands the strict limitations imposed by financial restraints. In the first instance, he would like to create a post for the employment of someone with knowledge and expertise in the field. One objective, for example, might be to fund the establishment of an artificial all-weather football pitch. NJR and DJGT agreed to consider these ideas during the course of the week, as well as the extent to which WOVA might be able to assist with the development of these two initiatives. Everyone agreed that the meeting should reconvene at the end of the visit, to discuss all progress made and future proposals. 
Injury Minimization Programme for Schools (‘IMPS’)
There is no doubt at all that this programme has been (and continues to be) a major success in Vetka. DJGT and NJR were given demonstrations by staff and pupils in the Gymnasium, an orphanage and three of the town’s kindergartens, and it is clear that not only have the authorities adopted the scheme as a major component of their social welfare programme, but that they have also adapted it for their own purposes with a high degree of success. In particular, modules of training are delivered to children as young as four and five. Although the attention to detail is perhaps not entirely comprehensive, these youngsters are still learning more than enough to save a life; and engaging with children in this type of learning activity at such an early age is a really innovative approach. DJGT was given the opportunity on the Friday morning to deliver a training session to 15 or so teachers and school nurses, to enable them to act as trainers themselves on the programme. Some of them had received training before and for them, this was a valuable opportunity for some refresher training. DJGT was also able to update staff on the latest developments in best practice in the context of the international protocol. It is clear that into the future, this programme will continue to grow and develop within Vetka region; indeed, VB is hopeful that it will be possible to expand it into the wider Gomel oblast and beyond.  
Developing Links and Liaison between English and Belarusian Schools

Immediately prior to the meeting with Viktor and Sergei on the Tuesday morning, Harriet and Alex had been introduced at the Gymnasium and promptly whisked away by teacher Oxana Prokopenko to begin their teaching duties for the week! Oxana had been a translator for WOVA on the second ever visit, back in November 2001. Her report on the activities undertaken by the girls during the week is attached and without a doubt, this was a highly successful element of the visit. WOVA has been trying to establish links between schools in the UK and Belarus for a number of years, with one or two oases of limited success. For example, NJR has given presentations to pupils at Finstall First School and Aston Fields Middle School in Bromsgrove on life in Vetka and the consequences of the Chernobyl catastrophe, accompanied by guests from Belarus; gifts and information from these two schools have been presented to the Gymnasium on previous visits, including bundles of letters from pupils; and there have been initial exchanges by letter and e-mail between pupils and staff. Overall, however, it has not proved possible to deliver consistent and lasting dialogue. 
All of this is now expected to change significantly for the better. As can be seen from Oxana’s annexed report, the girls engaged in a wide range of activities, both intra and extra curricular, but perhaps their biggest impact was in their direct engagement with local people, primarily students and teachers at school, but also families and the wider public generally. Their presence in town was a major event and everywhere they went, they were not only treated as a source of great interest and curiosity, but also warmly welcomed with unconditional hospitality. Since their return to the UK, lines of communication with their new friends amongst staff and pupils at the Gymnasium via e-mail, text and the online social networking website ‘Facebook’ have been firmly established. As for the future, staff and pupils at South Bromsgrove High have reacted very enthusiastically to suggestions about opportunities for future visits. Already, initial discussions have taken place about a larger group of students and at least one teacher visiting Vetka next year, as well as options for hosting visits from Belarusian students. Harriet and Alex can’t wait for their own next visit and as their attached report shows, in these two students, WOVA and the people of Vetka now have committed enthusiasts and powerfully articulate advocates.
As a footnote to this element of the programme, NJR and DJGT joined the girls at the Gymnasium for a round-table discussion with staff and pupils on the morning of the last full day, when the discussion ranged across a number of topics, including a comparison between the educational systems in our two countries, life in the UK generally and relations across the generations between younger and older people(!). 
Family Resource Centre, Vetka
NJR and DJGT visited the Centre at the start of the week and then again on the last full day, when Harriet and Alex also attended. WOVA’s computer project is located within the ‘Children’s Art Centre’ in town, which is an extremely valuable resource for the community. Children are able to learn arts and traditional crafts here, as well as develop their skills in singing and dance. Use of the facilities is entirely free. The computer centre is located on the ground floor. In addition to the kit purchased by WOVA on the last visit, the centre also has a number of computers provided by a German NGO, although they are rather old. Overall, the authorities in Vetka are very pleased with initial progress on this family resource centre project.
Following the first visit to the centre early in the week, NJR and DJGT spent Wednesday morning at the offices of IT suppliers Kopimir in Gomel. Kopimir had supplied the kit purchased with WOVA’s funds during last year’s visit. Having carefully considered the representations made by VB during the meeting earlier in the week in the context of WOVA’s objectives, it was concluded that it would indeed be possible not only to acquire additional IT resources for the family resource centre, but also to meet Viktor and Svetlana’s ambition of establishing a specialist e-learning centre at the Gymnasium; and so it was that BYR 4,837,213 of WOVA grant monies were disbursed on three computers for the family resource centre, together with a further BYR 3,390,690 (US$2,837 in total) on one computer, one scanner and one printer for the Gymnasium, all for the purpose of enhancing the material and technological capacity and capability of both organisations. WOVA is particularly pleased to have been able to source a local business in Gomel for the supply of this equipment. One further advantage and attraction of these particular projects is that facilities will continue to be enhanced at both locations as funding permits.  
(N.B. a decision is still awaited from the British Embassy in Minsk on WOVA’s application for funding in respect of this programme)  
Development of Local Farming Initiatives, Vetka District

Thursday was spent on visits into the rural hinterland, beginning with the farm of Pyotor Senugin in Maliye Nyemki. During last year’s visit, DJGT and NJR had disbursed WOVA funds to this farmer for the purpose of purchasing two cows in calf. It had been noted on that occasion that Pyotor’s livestock had been modest in number, with only 20 or so chickens, five bullocks and one cow in evidence. The transformation in the intervening 10 months has been remarkable. Boosted by WOVA’s support and the sale of the bullocks, Pyotor’s tally now boasts 130 chickens, four cows, three calves, four turkeys and six pigs; he supplies milk and a delicious white cheese to the community; and he has a weekly slot at Gomel’s primary market to display his produce, which includes vegetables, potatoes, fresh milk and eggs. He always sells out within half an hour. David and Nigel had been particularly impressed with Pyotor’s integrity, honesty and capacity for hard work during last year’s meeting and it was extremely pleasing to see that WOVA’s confidence in his ability to deliver real progress on his farm had been fully justified. Pyotor has faced many challenges and his life has not been an easy one; but he has turned things around and his family now stands as a shining example of the real progress that can be achieved when limited external funding and a self-motivated desire for hard work and endeavour combine.
This theme was very much continued later that day on a visit to the farm of Misha and Alina Privalova in the neighbouring hamlet of Vyeliki Nyemki. WOVA has been supporting this small farm for a number of years, first with the acquisition of geese and an incubator, then latterly with the establishment of fruit orchards. This community business continues to grow from strength to strength, thanks to the commitment of the family. 

Since its establishment in 2001, WOVA’s intention has always been to encourage families and farmers along the road to self-sufficiency in the rural areas, although there have been a number of challenges along the way. The first goose project in 2002 (involving grant aid to establish a co-operative of twenty or so families in the nearby village of Svyetilovichy) ultimately failed due to a mutual lack of trust, responsibility and ownership on the part of the families concerned. This led to a change of direction, whereby WOVA instead supported a small number of individual families, based solely on recommendations from Vetka Executive Committee and village committees themselves, who would then lead by example to the rest of the community through their own commitment and efforts, although this led to accusations of partiality and favouritism within the community itself. When a small symposium was arranged by WOVA for local farmers in 2006 to share learning and experiences, the only problem identified by the farmers themselves had been a lack of money. Concepts such as the need to build community infrastructures, mutual dependence and support, shared resources and the principle of democratic co-operative governance were simply not understood. With the full agreement of the Vetka Executive Committee, however, WOVA will continue to encourage the principle of sustainable local development through identifying and publicising best practice on the part of those families that have been supported hitherto, although there will be no more direct funding of individuals. Instead, the emphasis will now switch to helping the community to learn from the experiences of those individuals. 
Second Meeting between WOVA and Vetka District Executive Committee

NJR and DJGT met Viktor Burakov, Sergei Konchits, Svetlana Biran and Anna Skripko for a second time on the Friday of the visit. Sergei’s predecessor Yuri Goncharov also joined the meeting. A full discussion ensued on progress made across all projects during the week and both sides expressed considerable satisfaction with the positive outcomes that had been achieved, with real cause for optimism that increasing momentum can now be achieved into the future. VB developed his thinking on options for sports facilities for young people and suggested that a karting venture might well produce dividends. WOVA will now consider how it might contribute to this being achieved. It was also agreed that SB would now represent the permanent interface between WOVA and Vetka Executive Committee as local project co-ordinator, with regular e-mail contact to ensue between SB and NJR, who would prepare a full project report that could be regularly updated over time. This report would also serve the purpose of providing news of project developments for a number of sources, including the WOVA website, the British Embassy in Minsk, the Belarusian Embassy in London, South Bromsgrove High School and any other public relations outlet. 
Outstanding Actions

Also on Friday, NJR and DJGT were taken to the grimly named ‘Correction Centre’ in Vetka. This facility, which is designed to support children with a range of physical and mental disabilities and their families, is chronically under-resourced. The building itself is in a serious state of disrepair, with a number of severe structural defects in need of immediate rectification. Incredibly, it does not even benefit from a supply of hot water. The dedicated staff do their very best to cope in these demanding circumstances, but it is clear that there is ample scope to increase the quality of life for all concerned here (children, their families, staff and carers). There is a real opportunity for WOVA to become involved in supporting this centre, although some detailed project planning and early identification of the most pressing priorities will be highly desirable as a precursor to action.

Nigel Roberts and David Tee

WOVA Directors

May 2009 

Annex 1 – Text of the Report Given by Teacher Oxana Prokopenko of Activities Undertaken by Harriet Roberts and Alexandra Field at Vetka Gymnasium

Miss Harriet Roberts and Miss Alexandra Field visited Vetka Gymnazia from 14.04.2009 till 19.04.2009. During their visit the girls performed some class and extra-class activity according to Gymnazia curriculum and according to the plan that had been worked out especially for them. Thus, they got acquainted with the structure and the customs of Gymnazia, its system of education. 

They worked under the leadership of the teacher of English and (people) coordinator Ms Prokopenko. The girls performed 2 non-traditional lessons of English in the primary school, they attended the lessons of Biology and Handicrafts in the 11th form, tried their skills in making Belarusian traditional souvenirs, had a brief discussion with the pupils of the 9th form on the topic “The analysis of the system of education in GB and Belarus.”

After classes, Miss Roberts and Miss Field performed an extra-class activity. They joined the team of “Ecological emergency” and took an active part in the presentation of the program “Operation “E”” on April, 18. Besides, the girls attended Vetka Family Research centre, took an active part in the work of the dancing section in Gymnazia.

During their visit the girls showed themselves as extremely responsible, hard-working, very communicative pupils. At once they got in contact with the pupils of Gymnazia and made friends with them. 

Their work in Gymnazia can be marked as excellent. We look forward to working with Miss Harriet Roberts and Miss Alexandra Field as soon as possible.   

Teacher - (people) co-ordinator Oxana Prokopenko 

19.04.2009  
Annex 2 – Summary Report of Harriet Roberts and Alexandra Field in respect of their First Visit to Belarus with WOVA
As two A-level students, at first, a trip to Belarus seemed like the perfect get-away from revision: little did we know we’d laugh and learn as much as we did. Like most people, to us Belarus was that grey, ex-Soviet state blighted by the Chernobyl disaster, not the country of hospitable people and beautiful countryside that it turned out to be. When we landed in Minsk it was raining and it was not until the morning that we appreciated the clean capital city typical of any other European country. After a surprisingly smooth landing in our Antonov An-12 propeller aeroplane in to Gomel airport, the trip really began. Whilst staying in Vetka we; took part in a music competition, visited the radiation zone and taught English to kindergarten pupils. The hospitality of the people of Vetka is like no other and during our stay I don’t think they could have done more for us. It is one of those places you have to experience for yourself as no two trips will ever be the same. 
Harriet Roberts and Alexandra Field

Year 12 Pupils, South Bromsgrove High School

May 2009
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