Report on the visit to EAPN Romania

4-5 April 2013, Bucharest

On 4-5 April 2013, three representatives of EAPN Europe visited RENASIS/EAPN Romania to learn about the reality of the network and to identify together steps for reengaging the National Network with European work of EAPN. Sergio Aires (EAPN Portugal), President of EAPN and Humberto Garcia (EAPN Spain) conducted the visit together with Tanya Basarab, Development Officer. 
Background

At the November 2012 Executive Committee meeting, the Subgroup on Membership Development and Support took note of the challenges of engaging EAPN Romania/RENASIS in European work of EAPN and decided to propose a support visit to RENASIS/EAPN Romania. This decision was based on the fact that after the General Assembly, no one was coming to the Executive Committee and it was difficult reaching the network. At the same time, the member in the EU Inclusion Strategies Group from Romania mentioned in a communication that the network was not active and that he was also going to leave it. Furthermore, since 2010 there were difficulties engaging Romanian delegates in the European Meetings of People Experiencing Poverty and Social Exclusion and this, along with the lack of communication led the Executive Subgroup to take this initiative. 
Preparation of the Support Visit

The Subgroup appointed two persons for the support visit. Sergio has spent short periods of time in Romania and worked, through his involved in EAPN Portugal on many cooperation projects with Romanian NGOs. Humberto lived 2 years in Romania, helping to set up a branch of the Fundacion Secretariado Gitano – Spanish National organization dealing with Roma inclusion and development, and to transfer knowledge on Roma inclusion in 8 municipalities in Romania. 

Once a common date was found, the secretariat contacted all the members of RENASIS/EAPN Romania (hereinafter EAPN Romania), asking for a meeting with all current members, and if that was not possible, for a meeting with current board members of EAPN Romania in Bucharest. Raluca Manaila from AUR - the Association of Human Resources Professionals, has coordinated the preparation and organization of the meeting. 

The secretariat prepared a briefing before the visit with an overview of EAPN Romania’s engagement with European work, membership in different groups and contribution, as well as the four meetings focusing on supporting EAPN Romania engage better with EAPN work (2007, 2008, 2010 and 2011). The visiting delegation had a preparatory meeting on 4th April. 

Programme of the support visit 
Meeting with Andrei Mocearov, Head of Community Law Unit of the Romanian Chamber of Deputies. 
The meeting included EAPN Europe representatives, Ms. Carmen Pintilie – board member of EAPN Romania and colleagues of Mr. Mocearov. Participants in the meeting exchanged views on the economically and fiscally-driven Europe 2020 Strategy and its implications in relation to the objectives of combating poverty and social exclusion. Mr. Mocearov found EAPN documents useful and seemed interested to remain in direct contact. He mentioned that his unit carries out studies on various questions requested by Members of the Chamber of Deputies, however, no study on poverty or social exclusion had been requested. His unit may propose studies, if considered interesting from the perspective of Romania’s contribution to and implementation of EU Law. EAPN representatives explained that contact with national Parliaments should happen directly through members in the country and that EAPN Romania would be the relevant reference point in that respect. 
Unfortunately, it seems that procedurally it was difficult to get a meeting with the Parliamentary Commission following social affairs. 

Meeting EAPN Romania members (second half of their GA) 
EAPN Europe delegates joined the representatives of EAPN Romania members in the second part of their General Assembly. There were representatives of 10 member organizations of EAPN Romania in that part of the meeting (see the full list of participants in annex). 

Raluca Manaila, appointed as acting President of the Network briefly presented the conclusions of the first half of the General Assembly of EAPN Romania. Members discussed about the importance of the Network, especially in the current reality when many NGOs and platforms of NGOs are struggling to survive, on top of the general situation in the country. They also agreed to appoint a temporary board and to hold a general assembly in a short time, whereby they would adopt a strategic plan and revitalize the network. 

Sergio Aires, EAPN President thanked the members of RENASIS for agreeing to have the meeting and explained why there was a visit from EAPN Europe:

· Reinforcing and supporting all National Networks is an on-going objective of EAPN;

· EAPN Executive Committee has lost permanent contact with EAPN Romania and decided to propose a support visit, to learn about the Network and to see what kind of support can be offered;
· This was the fourth time that EAPN Europe has organized a support visit to EAPN Romania and it was important to see what the network was doing, what could be done differently to ensure that EAPN Romania is continuously active. 

Sergio then presented the details of what EAPN means by reinforcing National Networks. These include:

· EAPN is as strong as each of its National Networks and vice-versa, therefore all National Networks should be strong!

· A National Network gathers and represents all the major groups and challenges of poverty in its country.
· A National Network needs to carry out advocacy and lobbying towards its decision-makers and raise awareness in society about the causes and solutions to poverty. 

· EAPN National Networks need to be very well coordinated. 

· National Networks must not be based on persons/individuals but on collective work of organizations. 
· National Networks must absolutely bring the voices of the people experiencing poverty and social exclusion. In that respect, they must be participative and democratic. 

· National Networks must follow the EU work and at the same time be able to ensure good information flow from bottom-up. 

· National Networks must be able to lobby decision-makers at all levels. 

Finally, as part of his introduction, Sergio mentioned that the times are difficult but that especially in this context EAPN wants to ensure that its members are strong. In this context, using the name of EAPN and not carrying out the actions members agree together cannot be a way forward. EAPN needs to be strong to keep its credibility. Finally, sometimes reinforcing a network means starting over and EAPN would be there to support the Network go through such a process. However, that could be a last resort proposal. 

Humberto Garcia from EAPN Spain, then explained about his experience of working with NGOs in Romania and also about his own network, which went through a rebirth process. Humberto talked about the importance of members being clear why they were part of EAPN Romania, why they wanted such a network to exist and what they wanted to achieve together, as part of that network. These are questions that are clear for all the members of EAPN Spain and this makes it easy for the Network to work on its objectives.  
Tanya mentioned that from the information available about the network, it seems that while individual representatives from EAPN Romania attended different meetings, it was clear that their input does not represent an analysis of poverty in Romania but rather individual perspectives. The Romanian network also did not inform EAPN of any changes, once Paul Dragan had left, despite the fact that an organization member was holding the presidency of the network. EAPN Europe has had big difficulties working with the national coordinator and at some point delegates were not coming prepared to the EU meetings. For the benefit of the delegates, EAPN had to make a decision not to continue in such a way and the network needed to consider a better support structure around the preparation, participation and follow-up in the EU meetings of people experiencing poverty. 

Since EAPN Romania joined in 2007, the support visits and the various bilateral discussions with representatives of EAPN Romania in working and statutory groups of EAPN aimed at making the Romanian network more active and stronger. However, these initiatives seemed not to have given much result. The persons which represented the Romanian Network in the past mentioned that the members were not supporting the representatives of the Network and it is not clear whether any lobby action, commonly agreed in EAPN European meetings together with other members of EAPN, had been implemented by the Romanian Network. Finally, the network had not changed membership essentially and that was a question of why Roma groups were not represented in the Network, particularly since the majority of the Roma population lives in poverty and social exclusion in the country.  
The delegation from EAPN Europe asked the members what they saw as the real purpose of being part of such a network. 
Members of EAPN Romania accepted the assessment of EAPN Europe in terms of it not being active and visible as a national anti-poverty network. They mentioned that Romanian NGOs and NGO platforms have had their own challenges when two major Structural Funds programmes had been stopped and that led to the closure of many NGOs. Members of EAPN Romania felt they had no time for the Network. They also found it frustrating to face an immediate drastic action of closing down the network, particularly in the context when many of them were facing poverty and social exclusion. They also felt that poverty and social exclusion is more topical now and that they would find resources to revitalize the network. 

Some members of the Romanian network spoke of the dramatic instances of child poverty they see on a daily basis in rural areas and asked why such information was not found in EAPN documents. EAPN explained that the Network representatives in the different working and statutory structures, or simply the network contact persons should try to bring this perspective into EAPN Europe documents. 

While EAPN Europe delegates insisted that in networks without resources, the Board can and should play a leading role in coordinating and taking actions in relation to national and EU policy-making processes, members of EAPN Romania board felt the first step was to find a new coordinator who could support the board in its work. They also seemed to have found resources for a part-time coordinator to being soon.  

Conclusion

At the end of the meeting, EAPN Romania said they needed three months to draft a strategic plan and revitalize the network. EAPN Europe delegates mentioned that bringing an update at the Executive Committee in June would be a good time to know what kind of decision the Romanian EAPN members would take. Members of EAPN Romania seemed to agree that the organizations in the room were the main platforms in Romania and that the network did not need to look for other members. That did not reflect well the reality, at least based on the experiences that Sergio and Humberto have from working with other anti-poverty organizations in the country, and insisted on the importance of having Roma NGO’s as members of EAPN Romania. EAPN can support the network in reaching out to organisations in the country with which other EAPN National Networks have worked. This should be a priority along with the need to make the Network’s current members engage more actively inside the Network. 
Finally, Sergio has suggested to the Romanian network to focus on three things as a starting point:

· Structural Funds 

· The European Meetings of People Experiencing Poverty and Social Exclusion, and 

· The Social Investment Package. 

If the NN manages to work with these three, starting with the Social Investment Package, it could be a good step forward. 
EAPN Romania undertook the responsibility of coming to the Executive Committee and General Assembly with:

1. A plan of regenerating RENASIS/EAPN Romania

2. Reports on activities (for the General Assembly) and on the steps taken so far. 

3. A decision whether to continue in the current format or to establish a new network. 

Sergio thanked everyone for the meeting and offered the support of EAPN Europe, if needed, for the coming months. Tanya promised to send the EAPN Strategic Plan, the Policy Briefing and other reference documents to EAPN Romania. 
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