SO WHO IS CORRECTING WHOM HERE? (PART III) 
Anyone who has followed my jottings in various print media on the subject of my Belarusian adventures since I first began coming to this country in November 2001 will know that two of the key themes running through all of them have been (and continue to be) contradiction and ambiguity. Things are not always as they seem; in dealings with officialdom, sometimes I am told one thing, and then entirely the opposite; very little seems to happen in a ‘joined-up’ and complementary way; and occasionally, a tsunami of negativity washes away all the hard work that has been put in to get results and to make things happen. I have to say though, I’ve never found it a problem (it’s only like working in local government in the UK, after all) and indeed, my perspective is that the uncertainty only adds to the charm of working here. Patience, fortitude, a little deference, a great deal of self-deprecation, good manners, a bit of humour, smiling a lot,  and working hard on the old inter-personal skills usually produce a bit of a result. But sometimes, only sometimes, there will be an event, or an experience that irritates beyond measure. It is usually connected with bureaucracy and paperwork and process; mindless, pointless, monolithic, impenetrable and duplicatory bureaucracy, utterly without worth and with no intrinsic value (and if you’ve read The Platinum Emigration Service you’ll know what I mean). 
David and I had one such experience this week, a week in which our extraordinarily moving encounters with children at the brutally named Vetka Childrens Correction Centre turned all that we thought we knew about our community projects on its head. So much to do with our encounters and work here fits into the clichéd ‘life-changing’ box, but it’s actually true; neither of us have ever done anything before which matches the depth of experience that we’ve received in this country. It’s good for the soul, good for the heart, and it re-affirms some core values to do with humanity and integrity and all the things that really matter in this world. So when I had that familiar uneasy feeling as we drew up outside the militia offices to register our documents yesterday, I just knew we were in for a bit of a rumble. All over the face of the globe, faceless bureaucrats exist to make life as difficult as they possibly can for the rest of us, whilst at the same establishing, at our expense, that they are more important than the rest of us little people. 

The rules here are clear; you need a visa to enter the country, can stay no longer than the period stated therein, and within 72 hours of arriving in the country, you must get your ‘migration card’ (issued on the way in) duly registered, stamped and signed. If you’re a tourist staying in a hotel, then this will be done when you hand in your passport at the desk; but if you’re staying in the community itself, as we always do, you have to take a very deep breath, pull the cloak of subservient deference around your shoulders, smile politely and prepare yourself for the obstacle course that you’re about to take on. It didn’t look good from the moment we stepped into the office; first into our line of vision appeared a young militia officer, clad in uniform and sporting a mug of coffee, presumably the minder for the stern and only fleetingly polite official on the other side of the room, who we concluded from our very first glance had little difficulty in accommodating the importance and significance of her position in officialdom. We feared the worst  and our trepidation was not to be disappointed; after a cursory glance through our papers, we were sent away, un-registered, un-stamped and un-signed (I still don’t really understand why), with a suggestion that we ‘come back tomorrow’. And guess what? Our visit that afternoon to the militia offices was within the 72 hour tolerance period, but ‘tomorrow’ wouldn’t be. 

Undeterred, and still utterly inspired by our time spent with Nina and Zhenya and Ivan and their devoted families and carers, we returned this morning for round two. She was waiting for us. She looked down her nose at our papers, she shook her head, her tight-lipped visage hardened still further, and she proclaimed that we didn’t have the right papers. She couldn’t possibly register, or stamp, or sign. 

David is a delightfully accommodating man and I love him dearly. In all our project work, we make a really good team. But he also used to be a motorcycle cop. And when I saw him standing over our tormentor, arms folded across his chest, face set in granite, first tossing a document across the desk at her, then jabbing his finger into another piece of paper beneath her gaze, I knew that I could sell tickets for this one. For her part, the official didn’t get flustered, although the pitch of her voice did rise slightly, and the volume of her delivery increased; she also said to our associates, in Russian of course, that he should back off. Happily this wasn’t relayed to David, and the stand-off played on, as first she jabbered to someone, goodness knows who, via the desk phone, then, to show how incredibly important she was, to someone else on her mobile. Two ears, two conversations and a third conversation with her audience in the room. We were impressed. 

For my part, I was leaning against the door in a rather slovenly and disrespectful manner, unshaved, scruffily clad, arms folded, detached, tossing in the odd phrase of Russian to suggest to the official that I could understand all she was saying, which I hadn’t a hope of doing, such was the speed of her delivery, and vaguely amused by the tableau that was unfolding; except that even I was starting to get more than a tad irritated. We’ve done some astonishing things this week; we’re designing a big project that’s going to transform the Centre; everything about our presence here has been so positive; and then this.    

Now, anyone who knows me understands full well that I’ve never been troubled by delusions of adequacy. I’m singularly tuned in to my own unimportance, and I loathe with a vengeance all those with the trappings and baubles of self-adorned importance who place themselves in the ‘don’t you know who I am?’ brigade. But even I couldn’t help myself. So let’s call it a degree of impish mischievousness then, and nothing more; or alternative ‘alternative dispute resolution’; I was bored now and didn’t want to indulge, massage or stroke the official’s ego any more; I wanted to get out of there and back to the Centre; I just wanted to be with the children. 

I strolled over to a spare desk, sat on it, and took out my mobile phone. I scrolled through my contacts, found what I was looking for, and held up the screen to our translator. ‘These are the phone numbers of blah blah, in the blah blah Ministry in Minsk. Perhaps I should call him to get this sorted?’

‘Shall I translate?!’

‘Yes please, but not to the official directly; do it directly to blah blah (one of our Belarusian colleagues), but loudly enough for the official to hear ...’

Scrolling through my numbers, legs swinging lazily across the front of the desk, I repeat this little charade, this pantomime, three times, with the details of three different contacts in London and Minsk. You must think I’m an unpleasantly arrogant man, but I’m not. I couldn’t be if I tried. But she’d had her fun, made us feel small and now it was time to get back to our work. Whether it was David’s show of fortitude, my less direct performance slightly off-stage, or just boredom on her part, the process of registration, stamping and signing was suddenly completed and our passports and migration cards were returned with a smile, of sorts. We wished her a cheery good-bye, swept out of the office, into the sunshine and back to the Centre; back to our children, and back to what really mattered.  And I still love the ambiguity and the contradiction of working here.
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