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The article analyzes the relationship between NGO personnel and beneficiaries
of five development projects in Roma communities in Romania, trying 1o assess
opportunities and challenges for achieving beneficiary participation. The focus is on
strategies of action and the structural differences in the positions of the two pariners,
which may lead to systematic tensions and unexpected frustrations for all participants
in the project. The article is based on qualitative case-study research conducted in
the years 2000 — 2003 in five Romanian localities.

Introduction’

After 1990 the number of development projects in Roma communities in
Romania has increased continually. A comprehensive research on this topic
identified 519 organizations that have implemented 1013 projects between 1990
and 2000, 80% of which were done after 1997 (Anistdsoaic & Tarnovski 2001,
p. 181). Given the increasing social relevance of this type of practice, it is
important to study its achievements and challenges.

The particular significance of studying development projects in Roma
communities derives from the fact that they represent an experiment in building
citizenship for Roma people, bridging the social distance between them and the

non-Roma citizens and authorities.

Table 1. Differences between the position of State policies and NGO
projects in relation with the Roma population

State policies

Civil society development projects

Perceived as unmediated

People view the State as the financer and
the implementer at the same time. The State
may be generous or absent, but not
treacherous.

Perceived as mediated

People view the NGO’s as attracting funds
from external sources, generally from
abroad, in order to implement their projects.
Sometimes NGO’s are believed to abuse
these funds, changing their destination.

Stable

Policies have certain continuity, and the
public officials are usually employed for
several years at least.

Unstable

Projects often last for one year or less, and
the presence of the project staff in the
community may fluctuate greatly.

Distant, impersonal
Public authorities maintain a considerable

Claiming closeness and personal
relationships
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State policies Civil society development projects

social distance towards the Roma people, NGO staff claim to be the representatives of

and they judge (and often condemn) their the Roma people and to try to help them

behavior openly. Therefore, conflict tends with their needs. Relations are sometimes

to be explicit. more personal. Therefore, conflict tends to
be masked, and implicit.

Projects are opportunities of contact between Roma people and outsiders
who, although they may share a paternalist “Enlightenment-type model of the
Roma” (Anastdsoaie & Tarnovski 2001, p. 183), believe that marginality is not
inherent in the Roma life-course, and that social inclusion is desirable and
possible. This belief in the possibility of change differentiates them from the
more fatalistic state authorities, who more often than not ignore Roma
communities, keeping or even pushing them in a de facto stateless population.

Still, unlike state policies, development projects create a relationship
between assistants and the target population that is structurally vulnerable to
suspicion, mistrust, and frustration. The NGO’s are perceived (usually
correctly) to be intermediaries in the circuit of funds towards the community.
People sometimes suspect them of diverting resources from this circuit for
personal profit. In the context of an interaction claiming to be based on mutual
help and understanding, these suspicions lead to anger, mutual feelings of
injustice, and sometimes open conflict.

The development projects that have taken place in Romania have been
analyzed in ewvaluation reports that assess the progress in specific dimensions,
with little focus on the structural conditions that inform them (such as the
position of the development team as intermediary, and the strongly
asymmetrical relationship with the beneficiaries — see also Table 1). The
evaluation reports are also based on some normative judgments, such as putting
a high value on consensual beneficiary participation, as means for sustainability
and feed-back, and also as end in itself (proof of autonomy). The transformative
value of conflict as a form of participation is rarely stressed, conflict being
viewed as dysfunctional. This may be true for the case of short-term initiatives,
where there is not enough time for adaptation and learning from errors, and
conflict is synonymous with loss and failure. Still, in longer-term relationships,
conflict is often a constituent fiber in the general texture, as Georg Simmel
wrote one century ago:

“The opposition of one individual element to another in the same
association in by no means merely a negative factor, but it is in many ways the
only means through which coexistence with individuals intolerable in
themselves could be possible. (...) In such case opposition is an integrating
component of the relationship itself.” (p. 493).

The research that informs the ideas presented in this article was conducted

in two years, from 2000 to 2002. The methodology was qualitative: the research
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was based on semi-structured interviews and more informal discussions with
development practitioners in several Roma projects:
e The project of “Medecins du Monde Suisse” in Z#brauti neighborhood,
Bucharest;
e The project of “Prieteni pentru Hetea” and “Méni deschisd” in Hetea
village, Valcele (Covasna county);
e The project of “Asociatia Femeilor Tigénci - Pentru Copiii Nostri” in
Colonia Strand neighborhood, Timisoara (Timis county);
e The projects of Wassdas Foundation and the Resource Center for Roma
Communities in Pata R4t neighborhood, Cluj-Napoca (Cluj county);
e The project of “Institutul Intercultural Timisoara™ in Satchinez and
Periam (Timis county).

During fieldwork I did have the opportunity to have brief discussions with
people targeted by the project (especially in Zabrauti, where I also conducted
semi-structured interviews, and, to less extent, in Hetea, Pata RAt and
Timisoara). Still, these discussions are insufficient to support a beneficiary
assessment of the project. Therefore, the following findings refer much more to
the experiences and perspectives of the project teams, than to those of the Roma
people who interacted with the project. In the article I have used the terms
“beneficiary” and “client” interchangeably to refer to persons targeted by the
project, and who have interacted in some way with the project team.

With the exception of the IIT project, the others have lasted for several
years, thus having a considerable continuity, and -undergoing many
transformations. The relationship between clients and assistants was therefore
quite structured, based on the experience of constant interaction.

Table 2. Brief description of the development projects

Location and
Organizer type of Period of Activities Target
community intervention population
Zabrauti Medical
neighborhood, assistance
Bucharest Social and
Blocks of flats juridical
(Previous : occupied by assistance All inhabitants
UNDP) homeless (obtaining ID of Zabrauti
“Medecins du families or MDM: 1999 — cards, means (individual
Monde Suisse™ migrants 2003 tested benefits, assistance)
Mixed and other)
community, Homework
including Roma preparation with
of many groups school pupils
and Romanians Job search
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Location and

Organizer type of Period of Activities Target
community intervention population
mediation
All inhabitants
of Hetea
Material (Also: former
assistance homeless
(various types of | children from
“Prieteni Hetea village, aid) Bucharest, and
pentru Hetea” Vilcele Kindergarten former drug-
and “Mana (Covasna 1990 — present | Building a farm, addicted
deschisi” county) for economic people from
Isolated village and educational Dordrecht,
“Lingurari® use in the future Holland)
Roma Religious (attempts to
services organize a
Village
Council)
Homework
Colonia Strand assistance Children,
neighborhood, Theatre and mostly from
Timisoara ~ dance classes the Strand
Neighborhood Other neighborhood
“Asociatia of the Timisoara ' educational Persons in
Femeilor city 1996 — present activities need from the
Tigénci ‘Pentru Mixed (excursions and community
Copiii Nostri®” community of camps, various (individual
Geambasi, classes, editing a assistance;
vatrasi and publication, etc) attempts to
Caldéarasi Roma Other assistance involve
as required by parents)
special cases
Main target:
Pata Rat Pata Rat
(Previous: neighborhood, Contribution to children
Medecins sans Cluj organizing a Other: Pata
Frontieres) Shanty town (MSF: 1991- school for Pata Rat
Wassdas next to the 1997) Rt children inhabitants,
Foundation and garbage pitof | Wassdas: 1997 — | Accompanying according to
the Resource the city of Cluj present and assisting the available
Center for Mixed CRCR: 2001 - pupils resources
Roma community of present Various types of (individual
Communities poor Roma and assistance assistance;
Romanian (medical, attempts to
families, looking juridical) involve
for a source of parents

subsistence

attempts to

119



Location and

Organizer type of Period of Activities Target
community intervention ~_population
organize
community
leadership)
Intercultural
Roma camps with
“Institutul neighborhoods Roma and non- Young Roma
Intercultural in Satchinez and 2000-2001 Roma young and non-Roma
Timisoara™ Periam villages people volunteers for
(Timis county) Fieldwork in the project
two Roma
villages

The concept of beneficiary participation

“Participation” has become a key word in the literature on development.
Participation is valued instrumentally as well as intrinsically, and it carries a
significant emotional weight. As A. Hall observes, “for many theoreticians and
practitioners of development, ‘participation’ has become an article of faith, a
fundamental prerequisite for any successful project or programme, and the
single most important key to improving the livelihoods of the world’s poor™ (p.
91).

In the following paper I will argue that common conceptions about
beneficiary participation, as illustrated in the development literatvre and in the
evaluations shared by development practitioners, do not adequately reflect the
experience of development in Roma communities, at least as it appears from the
case studies I have researched. More specifically, the frequency and the
significance of conflicts are underestimated, while consensual cooperation and
participation are overestimated. As a consequence, when conflicts and
misunderstandings actually occur in development projects, project workers are
sometimes puzzled, sometimes frustrated; they end by getting used to it, but
they still perceive these conflicts to be a sign of failure in the project, something
that should not have happened. After a longer experience, when they redefine
rules and criteria for success, they stress the need for adaptation and tolerance
for conflicts, given the high potential for “traumatic” interactions:

And this job probably has to be negotiated between what we generally expect
from them and what they expect from us, or how they think, such as to be the
least traumatic for each of the participants...(A.S., program manager, Pata Ril)

By its very definition, participation involves an interaction with an outsider
who wants to help. The issue is: who will have control over the helping
process? Who is “in the driver’s seat” (Ellerman [1], p. 8): the helped, or the
helper?
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The typical case of full, consensual participation appears when the person,
aware of her needs, makes a decision to address them, designs an operational
plan, but lacks some of the resources needed to implement it; therefore, it asks
for help. Then, the assistant will provide the missing resources. In the end the
beneficiary will solve her problem, proving mastery of her own life.

For many reasons, this situation is rare. The most marginal people may not
be aware of all of their needs; they may not have the courage or determination
to try to solve them, or they may not know how to start. They may not know
where or how to ask for help. Therefore, the assistant is the one who will have
the initiative; the need to be solved and the way to do it will be somehow
negotiated between the helper and the beneficiary. Therefore, development is
often an intervention from outside, which aims to minimize the further need for
such an intervention.

It is also true that organizations that implement development projects do
not always efficiently promote beneficiary participation. In a review of the
literature on the role of civil society in reducing urban poverty, D. Mitlin points
towards several reasons why this may happen: NGOs allow little control to
orassroots organizations over the development projects, they are sometimes
insensitive to issues of power struggles within the community, and they often
take over most of the responsibilities of the project, becoming “over-active™ and
thus lowering opportunities for beneficiary - participation, learning and
improvement (Mitlin 2001, p. 159 — 160).

Building the capacity of auto-determination from outside is a difficult task:
it involves more than just filling a gap in resources. It needs to create a
particular connection of the assisted person with the world, based on the
capacity to diagnose oneself, the capacity to get the necessary resources from
outside, and to organize them such as to obtain the solution. Control over
oneself and control over the outside world are both necessary, and it is a tricky
task to obtain them under the guidance — that is, under the control — of
somebody else. In what D. Ellerman calls “the helping conundrum”, helpers
must sometimes decide not to help the “doers”, the assisted persons, in the way
they demand, because this help will actually undermine their autonomy: “If the
doers have sufficient own-motivation to help themselves then non-distortionary
aid to supply the means would indeed help the doers to help themselves. But if
the doers are motivated to help themselves primarily in order to avoid certain
adverse consequences and if unrestricted aid could itself alleviate those
consequences, then the aid would subsidize the doers not helping themselves.”
(Ellerman [1], p. 5)

From this point of view it is understandable that conflicts may have
structural causes and an important role too: conflicts are a manifestation of
autonomy, and they promote the independence of the involved parties.
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There are other reasons as well that account for the significance of
conflicts in development. They derive from the characteristics of the
relationship between beneficiaries and project workers, features which are
detailed below. In brief, there are three main reasons for conflicts:

1. Roma people often experience discrimination and / or conflicts with
non-Roma people and institutions; project staff comes to mediate
this difficult relationship of marginalization, and it is unavoidable to
enter a few such conflicts themselves.

2. The relationship between project workers and their clients is deeply
unbalanced, despite all discourses that portray beneficiaries as equal
fellows and partners in development.

3. Assistance is often negotiated between clients and project staff.
Conflicts may appear in these negotiations for strategic reasons, as
both parties try to defend their reasons and perspectives on how
assistance should look like.

Participation within the beneficiary-assistant relationship

The process of participation is part of the relationship between assisted
people and the assistants. The study of this relationship is essential for
understanding challenges, and strategies for fostering participation.

This relationship is characterized by several important tensions, some of
which are especially related to the Roma communities, and some are determined
by the structure of the relationship. These tensions often give rise to conflicts. It
may seem that in such a relationship conflicts must be avoided and minimized,
while participation should be encouraged and maximized, meaning that the
quality of the relationship is described by somehow subtracting conflicts from
participation. In the following pages 1 will argue that conflicts are an
unavoidable part of this relationship, often the means to achieve beneficiary
participation, and that they should not in themselves be considered signs of a
failing relationship.

In the particular case of the projects in Roma communities, conflict may
arise even more often than in projects that deal with other groups, less subject to
discrimination and better integrated into the mainstream society. The
development assistants have to mediate the conflictual relationship which
usually exists between Roma community members and the broader Romanian
society (including insitutions such as the local authorities, the school, the Police,
the health care providers, employers, etc). Assistants intervene in a situation
dominated by conflicts and discrimination for many years or even for many
generations. They often have to face themselves negative attitudes from various
authorities and institutions, in their role of representatives of Roma interests. On
the contrary, for the Roma people assistants may be considered part of the
generally hostile non-Roma society, and it happens that beneficiaries use the
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skills acquired in managing previous conflicts into the new relationship. It is not
easy for the team to define a new game of interacting with the Roma
community, a game that is not based on conflicts but on cooperation.

To the extent that it involves two very different partners, the relationship
between assistants and clients is bound to be marked by tensions. Differences
are multiple, such as: unequal access to ressources, unequal involvement in the
relationship, different expectations about the relationship, and diverging tactical
orientations for solving problems.

The access to resources is usually in the hands of the assistants. They are
the ones who ultimately decide how these resources are to be used, according to
criteria devised by their organization. These criteria may not be very popular
with beneficiaries, and resources may often not be enough to satisfy all
demands. Therefore, clients are often frustrated because they do not receive the
type or the amount of aid they believe they should.

Expectations of development assistants towards their relationship are quite
different from beenficiaries’ expectations. Assistants define their work as
helping people in need, and they expect the recipient of aid, in return, to
acknowledge this help, to be grateful, to volunteer to participate in order to ease
the assistance process, and to remember past assistance. On the other hand,
people expect that assistants will address their most important needs. Because
assistants often prefer to address needs that are of secondary importance (but
can be more easily alleviated in practice), none of these expectations are fully
satisfied, and conflicts are probable to emerge.

These asymmetries in expectations are amplified by differences in
involvement and time investment. Professionally, assistants spend their working
hours in the project, interacting with people in the target population.
Beneficiaries have other jobs and work to do in their daily lives, which
obviously means that clients spend considerably less time in their relationship
with assistants. This asymmetry is a reason for the higher estimate of the
significance of aid by the assistants, compared with the beneficiaries. The
difference in involvement is important for understanding the structure of the
beneficiary-assistant relationship.

Moreover, the interaction between assistants and beneficiaries 1is
influenced by the internal relations within the target community (and within the
assistant organization as well). This interaction may be impeded, for example,
by gender inequalities and restraints within the Roma community, or by the
interference of local leaders. Assistance may also generate competition for
resources between potential beneficiaries, resulting in feelings of injustice or
even in conflicts.

According to the time spent together by beneficiaries and assistants, and to
the depth and varicty of their interactions, mutual knowledge can vary along a
broad continuum. From the five projects included in this study, only one of

123



them was initiated by a local Roma person, who consequently had intimate
knowledge of the beneficiaries (Timisoara). In the other projects assistants
shared to a variable extent a common experience and / or cultural background
with the beneficiaries.

Some obvious examples of value differences between assistants and
beneficiaries concerns the tactics of solving problems — such as the temporal
orientation (long term or short term), and the attitude towards cooperation.

So they came in the last minute, the same as they did with all the things. They
need their identity cards, they need them tomorrow. They come today, “you
know, I need my identity card immediately” or “I have lost my birth certificate
and I need it this week for no matter what”. They did the same with the
divorces: they came right now, they were entitled to receive an apariment
from ICRAL, but people from ICRAL told them “because you are married, we
would not draw the contract to your name, but to your husband’s. So we
would need your husband’s papers and copies of his identity card etc.” of
course they did not have those papers, as they had been separated for a long
time. So some five of them came saying they would want their papers, but they
want them now - “Is it possible to have them in a week or two?”, "No, it
cannot be done”, “But I need them in order to get my contract!” (Social
worker, MDM)

Assistants value strongly the capacity for long term planning and for
cooperation; after all, this is what development projects are about. We can say
that project assistants are, in a way, in the business of planning and networking
for change. Beneficiaries, on the other hand, live their lives, are they may be
less committed to planning, or to cooperation with strangers. Team members
repeatedly pointed to “short-term orientations” and “lack of cooperative
attitudes™ among neighbors as main challenges for them:

At a certain point, we have spoken to the mothers, because a lot of children
skip school these days, because they have to take care of their younger
brothers, so we have decided to do something of this sort: “we are 10 to 15
women with very young children, two of us baby sit the 15 children today,
tomorrow another two stay with them and so on”. But we could never do this,
as we did not have a location where to accommodate so many children. The
women did not want this, probably because they would not trust their
neighbor. If I had insisted more, maybe I would have done it. And maybe they
would have got to communicating and to co-operating between themselves, as
they would have been forced to, so to speak. And, after two years in this
project, I have drawn the conclusion that if you do not force them to co-
operate, they would not co-operate voluntarily. (M.U., project manager, Pata
Rit)

Assistants also hope, at least implicitly, that they are going to change the
value orientation of the beneficiaries. They work to change attitudes towards
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planning and towards cooperation, but also to shift the motivation structure
towards a better appreciation of school education, family planning, regular
employment, and gender equality. The difficulty of this change may be
underestimated, especially when little time is available to dedicate to individual
beneficiaries. Failure to induce such changes generates frustration and
pessimism among assistants.

Because of these characteristics of the relationship between assistants and
beneficiaries, specific challenges arise in trying to foster participation. These
difficulties are detailed below: apathy or outright resistance to project
initiatives, conflicts of interests, gender blockages, and feelings of suspicion.

Challenges in achieving individual beneficiary participation
Apathy

Apathy may result from a long experience of powerlessness, and to
mistrust in outsiders, both common to the lives of many Roma people. On this
background of suspicion towards non-Roma, initiatives that demand their effort
or that contradict their priorities may generate resistance. This is the case, for
example, with projects that require women participation or interactions among
men and women in communities with more traditional, restrictive gender
relations.

Apathy in relation to a specific project activity can be explained by various
mechanisms. It could be that the respective activity does not visibly enhance the
self-control of the people, and therefore it does not challenge a reasonable
attitude of passivity towards uncontrollable situations. Maybe the proposed
tools are too expensive for the beneficiaries, and involve an overwhelming
change in their lives. Another possibility is that some people do not believe that
it is appropriate for them to participate, because they lack the minimum
competence, and they feel that have nothing to say: the project is useful if it
goes on according to its own (and somehow alien) logic. It could also be that the
potential beneficiaries are in fact actively resisting the project, because it runs
against their interests or preferences.

These diverse situations may occur at different times in development
projects. In Zibrauti, people were initially ignoring the program of assistance
related to ID cards, divorces, applying to social aid and other legal issues,
because they were not planning to solve any problem related to such apparently
intractable bureaucratic problems. Gradually, as the project enabled some of the
people to improve their situation, the number of clients has increased
considerably. What seemed impossible before, was now possible and worthy of
intervention. Using the project coordinator’s words, people have become “more
reactive” to their own situation, instead of being passive.

Education is a field with many cases of parent apathy or even resistance to
specific activities. Meetings never seem to mobilize parents according to
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teachers’ expectations. Parents do not see what contribution they could make fo

the education of their children, which is best left for the teachers to deal with:

- So, how is school? How do you get along with the teachers? What do you
think?

- My daughter tells me from time to time, as I tell her too: if you do not pass, 1
will beat you or else, and his father tells her the same thing. But she tells us:
well, you teach me then. But what can I teach her, I cannot teach her as I do
not know how. I am now like a one-eyed man, I cannot see, so I tell her: read!
Write! (Mother of a pupil, Zabrdaufi)

This does not mean that parents do not care about their children’s
education, but only that they have a different view about their responsibilities.
A. Lareau describes a similar situation in her comparison of working-class
families with middle-class ones: “Although the educational values of the two
groups of parents did not differ, the ways in which they promoted educational
success did. In the working class community, parents turned over the
responsibility for education to the teacher. Just as they depended on doctors to
heal their children, they depended on teachers to educate them. In the middle-
class community, however, parents saw education as a shared enterprise and
scrutinized, monitored, and supplemented the school experience of their
children” (p. 81).

At the same time, though, interviews with parents in Z#brduti show that
they seem to value mostly in education the benefits with visible uses, such as
literacy, the ability to speak politely, and, if possible, professional qualification.
This is probably also true of other poor Roma parents. This is why, if
professional qualification seems unattainable, the utility of the fifth to seventh
grades in school is declining abruptly.

Lack of interest in project activities may also be due to the fact that people
are busy going on with their lives along difficult paths. Project activities may be
central in the work and lives of project assistants, but this is not necessarily the
case with beneficiaries, who have other concerns and other work to do. For
example, in the IIT project several young Roma people, previously involved
actively in the project, chose to abandon the initiative and to go to work abroad,
since this was more valuable for them:

-For now, there is only the 5 of us involved in this project, but unfortunately,
we are now down to 3.

-What happened to the rest of the team?

-One of them left for Germany, another is in Austria, but we are counting on
him coming back. We hope to be able to work with him again in the future. We
are looking for other volunteers as well.

-Why would you not leave for Germany as well, would it not be more
profitable?

-I do not think so.
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-Do you not have the means or is it too expensive?

-No, I even had an offer, I could have left some 3 months ago, but I refused, as
I believed I should finish what I have started. (...) As far as going abroad,
there is not much I can do. I have no place to stay, nothing to do. (...) I have
decided not to go abroad for now, as we have started this project here, the
association. After this is over, in 3 — 4 months time, I will go as well, I cannot
stay here, I will try my luck abroad. Leaving would not be a problem, as 1
could pay my travel insurance even tomorrow, I could obtain all the necessary
documents and I could leave. Leaving would not present a problem. (Roma
project worker, IIT, Satchinez)

Resisting the project: conflict of reasons

It is also in the field of education that many conflicts of reasoning occur,
proof of the fact, among others, that parents do have an active interest in the
upbringing of their children, contrary to what development assistants sometimes
believe (as it can be seen in the quote below). For example, parents may be
especially protective of their daughters. This means, among others, restricting
their mobility in unknown environments. This is why young Roma girls were
not allowed to go into educational camps in the IIT project, and also in the
educational project from the Strand Colony, Timisoara, as one participant
recalls: .

-The first year I worked there, Ms. M. organized a trip fo Hungary, she
intended to take just the children, and not the parents, to Hungary. But the
parents opposed the idea with no reason. They would not sign; they would not
agree to let their girls go. This is the Roma way of thinking... what happens
with the girl, what if something happened to her, or to her virginity... well.
They would not let them go, and I could not understand why. Because there is
a certain good will, openness towards them. They either opposed or they did
not care. Ms. M. always kept on asking for their signatures, in fact some
official statements in front of a notary if I am correct, but they just would not
want to sign them... they were not interested in fact. I believe Ms. M., even not
being a parent, actually cared more about the children then the real parents.
In this case, there should be a change in their mentality.

-Did the trip finally go on as planned?

-Yes, it did, but due to some enormous efforts. I have never seen Ms. M. in
such a state; she was exhausted, having to cope with the Romanian authorities
on one side and with the parents on the other. (D.C., project worker,
Timisoara)

While the project worker attributes the resistance to a lack of motivation
for education, it is probably fit to understand it as a conflict of reasons, of
priorities for educating a young woman.
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Also in the field of education, Roma parents may oppose the idea of
learning Roma language in school:

There were no adverse reactions, but there were some attitudes, so... why
learn the Roma language, they do not use it at home, they do not need Iir.
(School Director, Pata Rit)

In these cases we cannot speak of a conflict of interests proper, because in
fact each party is trying to promote the interests of the children, or other
beneficiaries. It is just that these interests may be understood differently, in
what we can term a conflict of reasons.

Conflicts of interests

Conflicts of interests may appear in the cases when the development agents
have an interest of their own to defend. In Tetea, for example, the team was
building and then managing a farm. While the farm was intended to serve the
Roma community in the future, and actually did support the community
kindergarten by offering each child a sandwich, at the time it was mainly
operated for the benefit of its inhabitants. Specifically, it was a project of
rehabilitation for former street children, who were living and working in the
farm under the supervision of a social worker. Therefore, the local team who
had a direct interest in the safety and welfare of the farm, while some Hetea
inhabitants perceived the farm as a threat to their interests, a waste of the
resources to which they were entitled. This was a source of tensions and even
violent conflicts.

In Zibrauti it also happens that the interests of the team, who is providing
free mediation services for people in their interaction with local authorities or
medical institutions, are in conflict with the interests of some local leaders, who
are also providing mediation services, in exchange for money or other benefits.

Gender issues

Gender can be a factor in explaining lack of participation in two ways.
First of all, women are generally participating less in public life than men do. In
particular, young unmarried women are subjected to strict parental control. On
the other hand, married women may also find it difficult to quit their chores and
get involved in extra-domestic activities, especially if their husbands are
opposed to it.

Women are usually in charge with family issues, such as taking the child to
the doctor, but men are in charge with local politics, with the relationship with
outsiders. For example, in Hetea, the Village Council includes the most influent
heads of families, all men. On the other side, many conflicts appear in Hetea
between women and the development team members (such as the doctor), as
they enter into direct contact. Therefore, these conflicts tend to be solved less by
dialogue and negotiation between the interested parts (namely, women, on one
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side, and doctors, on the other side), but as a domestic issue, after the husband is
persuaded that their wives have done something wrong. This interaction starts
with verbal aggression (between women and doctors) and ends with domestic
aggression, without leaving space for women voicing their concerns in a neutral
space.

Structural suspicion

The relationship between assistants and clients is, by its very design,
unbalanced. Assistants have considerably more control over valuable resources,
such as money and influence in the outside world, than the people they want to
assist. The two parts have very different social positions, and this difference
often leads to misunderstandings, or even suspicion.

On this background, withdrawing support from beneficiaries may be a
source of tremendous tension. Such a general and intense suspicion from
community members against the development team happened for example in
Hetea. Members of the Village Council feel that significant resources, to which
they are entitled, because werc collected especially for them, are being
unrightfully withheld from them and spent for other purposes. This tension
developed especially after the foundation ceased to distribute cash aid for
families (because of resulting problems with an increase in alcoholism),
reorienting the money towards the kindergarten and the farm. Former recipients
of the cash aid are very frustrated about this loss, which they attribute to the
selfishness of the team. At a smaller scale, ceasing to distribute small aid in kind
(such as sugar, oil, coffee) to Hetea inhabitants has also led to conflicts between
farm inhabitants and the community.

Also in Zabrauti the project coordinator reports tensions due to what she
perceives to be a misattribution of their actions to strictly selfish motivations:

We went to Zibrduti because people there are very hospitable; they are

nice to those who care about them, about their situation, this is why we
decided to stay there. We used to have good relationships, except for some of
them, who had some problems. There are many who have psychological
problems. We have to admit that we have some trouble with some people we
know. But this is just normal, we cannot do everything and there are scandals
as well. Besides that, everything runs smoothly, but it was not like this right
from the start. At first they received this aid and they were very happy. Now
they have got used to it, they consider us just an NGO, dedicated to their
cause, so we have to do anything for them, we cannot refise them anything.
We cannot say no to anything, because many of them take it very badly and
from time to time we have some unpleasant reactions. They consider us some
sort of administration. They come to us like when they go to the supermarket,
“I would like a consultation” “I need a fiscal stamp for who knows what”.
This is not too good, but it is a normal situation, considering that they think
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we make a living by helping them, so we have a duty towards them. That is
what they think. We have already told them: “we could leave tomorrow; there
is no problem for us”. This is hard for them to understand. Because they
always think people only work for a profit, and this is the problem we have
with this job project. They usually come to us when they are desperate
because they could not get any job, because they never even tried to get a job
and after they have been living in debt for a long time. So, they are desperate.
They come and tell us “you have fto find a job for me, now”. They are not
aware of the fact that we can work, because the thing we do for them means in
fact money. This is how they think and they believe we think in the same way.
This is the problem. It is hard to say “you know, we work hard here because
we like it and if we did not, we would not be here. (Project coordinator,
Zéibréuti)

Creating a workable beneficiary — assistant relationship

Achieving beneficiary participation in a project requires a capacity to
negotiate priorities and uses of resources, to make and to obtain credible
promises about future actions, and to enforce these promises on both sides. The
most important process instrumental to achieving beneficiary participation is
shaping a useful relationship between project workers and beneficiaries. This
relationship must make possible meaningful communication between parts, and
it must also make possible making commitments.

To be more precise, in cases of totally participatory aid, when project
workers simply fill in resources which beneficiaries lack in order to complete
their own initiatives, there is not much need for such a stable relationship, since
potential for conflict and ensuing need for negotiation are low. A workable
relationship becomes necessary when project workers aim to change something
in the patterns of behavior or in the motivational structure of the respondents.
Their disagreements over what is to be done have to be worked out through
negotiations, reaching agreements for common actions.

In the relationship with the targeted people, assistants claim not to protect
their own personal interests, but to fight mainly for the welfare of their clients.
This poses a clear limitation on the amount of conflict and divergence that this
relationship is able to bear. Moreover, disagreements between assistants and
beneficiaries, and the refusal to grant a specific type of aid, must be carefully
justified by project workers, such as not to convey the impression that assistants
are indifferent towards beneficiaries, that they are unable to understand people’s
needs, or that they follow their own agenda. Refusal must be thoroughly
justified in terms acceptable to beneficiaries.

Assistants may work and establish a workable relationship with all targeted
people, or they may devise a filter and select a few beneficiaries that are closer
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to the desired behavior model and easier to integrate into the project (and who

will maybe offer an example to other potential clients). This is where

community leaders may become very useful for the project, facilitating the

interaction — sometimes at the cost of a broader involvement and transparency:
Things would have been a lot easier should it have been a traditional
community, with a proper leader that we could have talked to. At least, even if
we did not agree on certain aspects, we could at least get fo talking ... and as
the leader would have agreed to something, the whole community would have
acted accordingly. But this was not the case here: there was no one to talk to.
(Social worker, MDM Zibrduti)

Assistants’ involvement

One of the main obstacles in achieving a workable team-beneficiary
relationship in actual projects is the unstable involvement of the development
assistants. For example, staff members change, and the personal interactions
with the community members have to start again, from scratch. Or, interaction
may be discontinuous, sporadic. _

This difficulty appears clearly in projects of Hetea and IIT. In both of
them, in some ways, local development was intended as a by-product of the
interventions that had a different aim. In the IIT project, the main objective was
intercultural contact. In Hetea, the situation is further complicated by a double
agenda: rehabilitation for former drug-addicts in Dordrecht (who come once per
year to help Roma people in Hetea), and rehabilitation for former street-children
of Bucharest (who have lived for a year in the farm built by the team in the
village). To be sure, there have been many attempts to establish a constant
presence in Hetea: six teams have come to the farm, stayed for a while, and left
afterwards, because of difficult living conditions and / or conflicts with the
villagers. Kindergarten teachers, the doctor, and the pastor have also been
present in the village. A constant presence of an agent dedicated to interacting
with the entire community is still to be obtained, though.

The idea that a development project requires constant participation of the
development agent has been repeatedly stressed by respondents. Informal,
personal relations with the beneficiaries, the kind that can only be based on
long-term mutual knowledge, are also considerably easing the interaction (as it
can be seen in Hetea, in Pata Rit, and also, to a lesser extent, in Zabrauti).

When the intervening team does not have enough people to insure a
constant contact with beneficiaries, many of the relevant variables are escaping
control. Beneficiaries’ trust in the success of the intervention in changing their
lives (although not necessarily in the person of the agent) declines. The agent
becomes a guest, either welcomed or not, but in any case losing influence and
the capacity to stir people’s interest.

131



Participation is rarely a cheap solution for the assistant team, as it demands
a lot of effort on their behalf. Participation cannot be achieved as a byproduct of
other activities, especially in very marginal communities. Team participation
and dedication is essential for beneficiary participation.

Rules and filters

People try to shape their relationship with assistants such as to optimize
need satisfaction. The meaning of this relationship is strictly related, for
beneficiaries, to helping them out in times of need. On the contrary, assistants
attach importance to another characteristic as well: rules. Rules for interaction
are important for assistants instrumentally, because they simplify the
complexity of the situation, and they increase the efficiency of the team’s
efforts. Such rules especially include schedules for appointments, criteria for
granting aid. For reasons of scarcity, aid cannot be distributed all the time and to
every person in need. Rules are imposed to filter the demand. Not surprisingly,
strict rules tend to be unpopular with beneficiaries, because the crises they
confront demand a more unpredictable action. For example, at least in Zabriuti
(and also in Hetea), people often come and ask for medical and social assistance
outside the scheduled intervals, which has been a constant source of minor
quarrels. People who have been denied assistance because they did not match
the project criteria are angry and discontented with the activity of the team,
suspecting them of a hidden agenda.

Assistants sometimes condition aid on what they consider to be tokens of
participation, in order to filter beneficiaries, distributing resources only to those
who value them. For example, beneficiaries may be requested to find their way
to a certain institution (such as the Unemployment Office, or the Hospital)
instead of being led there by the agent. The reasoning behind this choice is that
only really motivated beneficiaries will come, while the others will stay home
and spare valuable efforts of the assistants.

Assistants tend to value rules in themselves too, because respecting a
certain discipline is seen as a first step of integration of the beneficiaries into the
broader society. Understanding and complying with rules of interaction is seen
as an independent objective of the project, as this ability would further ease the
interaction of the beneficiaries with other institutions that have rules and criteria
for assistance (such as local authorities, the Police, schools and medical centers,
etc).

While the formal approach is applied to the main activities of the project,
there is some space for informality in more peripheral and personal activities. A
variable degree of informality and rule-flexibility may be integrated into the
project too. Special cases need special treatment to be solved. Still, too many
exceptions may disrupt the rules or they may upset those who have not
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benefited from a special treatment; this is why making exceptions is a delicate
decision.

Sarnctions imposed by assistants

In order to negotiate effectively, project assistants must clearly
demonstrate good will and comprehension, but also trustworthiness and
commitment to the implementation of decisions. Otherwise, agreements will be
broken by partners when it is more convenient. On their side, project workers
must reduce incentives for defaulting on agreements, without having proper
sanctions at their disposal. Basically, the assistants cannot impose other
significant sanction than withdrawing assistance, which means a failure in the
project, and may generate considerable hostility (as we have seen above),
therefore being quite undesirable.

Instead of looking for sanctions, it is therefore more profitable for the team
to structure their relationship such as to condition further assistance on present
performance and participation. As Schelling observes in matters of general
strategy, “what makes many agreements enforceable is only the recognition of
future opportunities for agreement that will be eliminated if mutual trust is not
created and maintained, and whose value outweighs the momentary gain from
cheating in the present instance. (...) So, if a major issue has to be negotiated, it
may be necessary to seek out and negotiate some* minor items for ‘practice’, to
establish the necessary confidence in each other’s awareness of the long term
value of good faith™ (p. 45).

For a development agent it is difficult to impose sanctions that would
contribute to further deteriorating the already precarious situation of their
clients. Finding mechanisms of pressure that in effect lead to no harm is very
difficult. Limiting or withdrawing assistance in various ways may be one
solution; another solution consists of using threats, and the authority of feared
institutions, such as the Police:

The Education Law stipulates in one of its articles, I think it is article number
178 or... I do not recall the number, that the parents are compelled to send the
children to school. The parents can be sanctioned with a fine if they do not
send their children fo the mandatory school. So this is another kind of
incentive. But the problem was that we had neither whom to fine nor where to
send the fine, but they were a little scared that someone would come and ask
them questions and so on. And... it worked. Other time, we realized the
parents did not come to the meeting. What could we do, if they did not show
up? There were 2 or 3 of them coming, Mr. G. came as well, we got to talking,
but those were the parents whose children were not in trouble. And then, we
started discussing the options: not to give them the allocation was one of
them. But that was not a solution, I said we should give them some subpoena,
to invite them to a meeting by the means of a written form, that would be
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