
Visit to Poland by Captain Phil Winter from the London Central Division of The
Salvation Army.

I have recently returned to London after living for the last seven years in the United
States. During the time I was away the European Union has grown and many Eastern
Europeans have been afforded the opportunity to move to and work in the UK. While
many have been successful there are those who for various reasons have found
themselves jobless and homeless. I was surprised when I returned at the numbers of
homeless Eastern Europeans I was coming into contact with. In the process of my job
I work with the homeless and the majority seem to be of Eastern European extraction,
particularly Polish.

I was concerned that not enough was being done to help this situation. I believe that
there is a lot that can be done considering this is a fairly new situation we find
ourselves in. I was concerned that the lack of hope that many of the people faced was
driving them to and then being exasperated by alcohol and drug addiction.

Though there are many organizations that help the homeless I was troubled by what
appeared to be the lack of specific help aimed at the Eastern Europeans, especially
those who could not claim any kind of benefits.

Through working with the homeless population at one of our outreach centres in
Westminster I was alerted to an open day being held by U4Jobs in Hammersmith, that
was geared particularly towards Eastern Europeans in need. I visited the open day and
was introduced to a member of Barka. I was impressed with the work that Barka was
doing, especially the fact that they took people home and settled them into community
homes. 

I have worked with alcoholics and drug addicts in the States and thought that it would
be interesting to see the different approach that was taken by Barka in Poland. So I
decided to visit their work.

Tuesday 21/08/2007
I arrived at Poznan by train on Tuesday  morning and was met by Barbara and Marta,
who were my interpreters and guides.

We travelled to the village of Chudobczyce in the district of Lubosz. Here there is a
community farm. This used to be a state run farm but was given to the Barka
Foundation sometime ago. The community that live on and work on the farm are
made up from people who have been helped by the Barka Foundation. The farm not
only supports the social collective that runs it but also provides a means of income
with the exporting of sheep and the renting out of their combine harvester. Possibly
there are other avenues of income that have been developed that I did not see. 

After lunch we travelled to W
adys
awowo to visit the first community house that had
been established. It was set up in an old school house in the village in 1989. There is a
community of about 23 living in the house now. They are self sufficient and have
been able to acquire the contract from the local government to provide care assistance
after some of their members received carer qualifications.



In the evening I met with the folks that Barka had recently brought back from
London. This group included five Polish men: Slawek, Andrew, Pawel, Robbie,
Christopher, and Elena from the Czech Republic.

Each one had spent time living on the streets of London. Their time in the UK ranged
from nine years to a few months. Though each of them had different stories there was
a similarity in the struggle to turn things around once they had gone bad. For some
this was impossible as their documents had been lost or stolen. Two of the men told of
being forced into committing crimes for gangs who stolen their paper sand threatened
them with violence. These men were kept as prisoners and slaves. One man was lucky
to escape after just a month while another was held captive for many months.

One member of the group had actively spoken against the work that Barka was doing
in London, telling other Poles not to trust them or go with them. It was not until a
friend who had gone with Barka returned and told people of the good work Barka
does that this man decided to go. He now plans to return to London and tell others that
Barka really can help.

At the community farm are two apartment blocks. One is where the community live
and the other is being converted into a hotel. These apartment blocks used to be the
homes of the workers who lived on the farm when it was owned by the state. There is
another building known as “the palace”. This house was in a state of disrepair and was
totally refurbished by the community members and includes a games room for the
community members. It is another fine example of how the community have not only
taken ownership of their environment but are also making constructive use of the
skills found among them.

Wednesday 22/08/2007
We headed off to a Partnership meeting at the Centre for Social Intergration at
Kwilcz. Part of what Barka does is to work with different agencies and groups and
encourage partnerships. The majority of funding comes from the EU who favour
partnerships among groups over single group enterprises. The meeting was also an
opportunity for those who had returned from London to share their stories with others
and allowed Barka the opportunity of showing the reality of their work.

Later in the day I visited a community house in Marszewo. This was another farm that
was self sufficient and whose community was made up from people who had
struggled with alcohol addiction or had been living in long term poverty. This group
have managed to secure the contract from the local government to provide cleaning
services in town.

Later in the day I visited two community homes in Dresdenko. The homes are run by
Grzegorz who was at one time a beneficiary of the Barka Foundation but has now
become a leader. It is not uncommon to find those who have leadership positions were
once people who had come to Barka for help. In one home there are rooms for men
with a family room kept empty for emergency situations. This home does not have a
kitchen so the residents all go to the other home where they all eat together. The other
home had a more varied group of reisidents: families, elderly, young. Each of these
people would possibly be living on the streets if not for Barka. I ate dinner with them



and some of them shared their stories with me. One woman had become unemployed
and was evicted when she could not pay her rent. A father and son had tried to find
work in London but returned with Barka penniless and with some alcohol problems.
Each of these people found a home, family and purpose in these community homes.

Thursday 23/08/2007
I made a short visit to the school that Barka runs in Poznan. The school is a place
where people learn new skills as well as learning how to operate successfully in
society. Each student attends the school for a year. Each day they attend classes and
workshops, getting both theoretical and practical experience. The students do not get a
qualification, the aim is more in teaching people how to be responsible with a job.
The students are also encouraged to work on social skills which include organizing
social events with one another.

There are about ten different classes/workshops run at the school. I spoke with the
group that provided the catering. They had started out as students and then formed
their own social collective. They now work provide the lunches for the school but
have plans to expand beyond.

Conclusion
The work that the Barka Foundation is doing is no doubt crucial not just to those who
benefit but also for the larger society. Their work not only offers a hand out but also a
hand up, teaching and equipping people to be able to become productive within
society. The community homes help to teach people that they are part of a larger
society and can show them their responsibilities that go beyond their own personal
needs. Central to the community homes is eating meals together. Even with 20-40
people in the homes they sit down together and share their meals around large tables. 

I count myself very privileged to have been able to see first hand the work that the
Barka Foundation is doing and I hope to be able to form some connection between the
work that they are doing in London and the work that we are also doing.

Barka Staff and Men returned from London.



Residence for Community in Chudobczyce Hotel in Chudobczyce

Community Farm in Chudobczyce


