T. Venema:
“Integration is the result” !

First, a warm welcome to you all

We are : Audra Jozenaite, from  Lass/ Lusac Lithuanian 

              Mathilde Baumann-Langeveld , from Sonneheerdt The Netherlands    

             Teijo Venema , from Sonneheerdt The Netherlands 

Mathilde

Sonneheerdt is a centre for the visually impaired, with a tangible proficiency in the field

Of accommodation, employment. Leisure activities, and activities, and vacation as well.

25 years ago Sonneheerdt resumed to offer vocational training for our target group. Since then, it grew in stature & scope and became a reintegration centre by expanding to include additional appropriate activities. For instance, to assisting the unemployed in finding a suitable job. 

In the mission statement of Sonneheerdt the following objective is distinctly stated:

Sonneheerdt will contribute towards improving the position of the visually handicapted in the less developed countries where they are marginalized, and even left out of the main stream.

Teijo:

We tell and show you some things about our twinning project. A co-operation between the Lass/Lusac from Lithuanian and Sonneheerdt from The Netherlands. A project for vocational training and job mediation, especially for youngsters and adults with a middle or low education level.

Our really first contact was in the early Spring of 1998. A delegation of Sonneheerdt saw the situation of the blind and visual impaired people in Lithuanian. 

If you ever will think and consider certain opportunities, the first thing is to go.  

See it with your own eyes.  Listen to your colleagues there.

They know the problems and what is needed in their situation. 

This was the beginning of our relationship.

We discovered that many blind and visual impaired were unemployed. 

This appeared to be a chronic problem. It’s impossible to solve such a problem soon.  

A long time was necessary in the Western countries to develop equal opportunities and full participation for disabled people.         

In the Centre of Sonneheerdt, we started 25 years ago with vocational training. 

We realised already in that time, if you want to work and earn your own living, 

you have to learn the same as your sighted colleagues. 

The crucial question for us was:  How to give the right answer. 

Where do you start, with what,  where,  and how?  To make good choices is difficult. 

But you have got to make them.  So we thought: ”Let us focus on a population with little or no chances. May be we can undertake some action together, which may result in earning there own income after a period of vocational training”.    

We started a test with five persons. They were employees of the Lithuanian workshop and we trained them by Sonneheerdt. We taught them the profession of upholstery

The reason for this choice is that you can do that work in any country, in any place,

 as well in a workshop and on your own.  For the visually impaired people this provides

 a lot of possibilities. Our experiment proved to be come a success.

This is how we started our Twinning project, with the expectation that integration would be the result!!
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Ten years back everyone in Lithuania had a guaranteed income. 

However, nowadays due to the free market- economical system introduced here, 

guaranteed income is a dream of the past. 

Obviously, the weak is always the victim in such a system. 

Nevertheless, the possibility for the best students to proceed to the university does still 

exist. Successful graduation might be awarded with employment. 

For the rest, a meagre allowance is the destination they have to live with.

Furthermore adapting manual activities, such as carpentry, bakery etc, is the 

alternative.  

Mathilde

The question is, how can we together bring substantial improvement? 

Where shall we start? Must we focus on the unemployed , the students or on governmental bodies? 

We are convinced that is attainable. 

Audra:

Here also we expect that, like in other countries, computer skill would contribute towards creating 

job opportunities for the blind. 

Unfortunately, due to high costs involved to furnish a workplace with adjusted computers, people have to resort for less expensive activities mentioned above. 

Orientation by Sonneheerdt and  the experience from diverse persons has shown that the

skill of upholstery provides a suitable prospective for the employees.

Especially for youngsters with middle and low educational backgrounds.

Mathilde

Meanwhile, Sonneheerdt has got the necessary experience in vocational 

training. However, some  questions still remained undealt with. 

Such as: Why this after all? A potential partner who can fully sustain the project 

is essential. As you can imagine, transferring know-how requires a great

deal of energy and funds which goes beyond the reach of both partners. 

So, an external sponsor is an imperative. 

Besides building up competence, the process will demand an intensive co-operation for some 

years among partners. 

Audra: 

Hence the only choice left for us, is to find qualified staff members to adjust theoretical studies in upholstery, in order to meet this particular demand. This is a vocational training which shall be made into an integration - program of the school curriculum. 

At the mean time, we are challenged by problems such as: A permanent qualified instructor is not available. Where can you find a skilful person? 

What does the ministry do in order to meet this circumstance?

Mathilde

LASS/LUSAC, fortunately has a conducive working relationship with the Ministry of education. As a result, the ministry promised to fund an information scheme in the school itself, after making clear the position of Sonneheerdt in the program. 

This commitment now can be seen as a condition for the continuity of the project, 

Because as we all know a short-term project produces very little. 

So, the foundation for a solid co-operation was finally laid. 

Now, the project can be launched. 

Audra: 

A plan for two years co-operation in the field of upholstery has materialised.

The initial steps were taken. 

As a result, the long sought instructor for the stated field has been found, even though 

he still has to pursue a one week upgrading course in Sonneheerdt at the end of August. 

After, at a later date his Dutch colleague will pay him a visit to assess the situation.    

On top of this, the request for materials and tools for the school, as well as the production has been 

dealt with. Likewise, the sequence of the intended lessons was realised as well. 

One can see, this is a concrete form for transferring know-how and exchange experiences in order to solidify the program we are engaged in. 

On the part of Sonneheerdt, possibilities are considered for an available constructor for a certain period of time. 

Mathilde

In fact to convert a room for upholstery production is different and more expensive than arranging 

a room for theoretical lessons. Therefore, additional sponsors are of immense importance. 

Fortunately the Dutch organization "wilde ganzen" has expressed its willingness to 

assist us. Now all the necessary materials, tools and equipment will be procured. 

The school, the instructor, manager, and the whole administration, yes everybody is enthusiastic to contribute towards making furniture and facilitate the related curriculum. 

In fact the instructor is now busy working on his work-bench.

Audra :

Another enquiry forwarded to Sonneheerdt was to help us to run a job - training program 

outside the school. The plan is embodied in the proposal for  year 1 and 2. 

Here in Lithuanian we lack the necessary experience and background to undertake such a project.

Mathilde

So the main issue is to introduce the candidates as early as possible to practise working in a commercial environment; since a training situation is only the preparation for producing in a 

commercial atmosphere.  

To find an employer who is willing to let our trainees work temporarily in his factory is not an easy job. For instance, searching for a suitable  place for our candidates is hampered by the limited

size of the potential candidates. Besides, the limited possibilities to travel independently is a decisive factor to consider. 

To find a suitable place to work demands a specific competence, which is beyond the skill of  most instructors.

Audra:

There is an agreement with Sonneheerdt to work together to meet the lack

of experience in the profession by exchanging ideas and to offer a 

tangible assistance. 

The last obstacle to tackle is; a permanent suitable location. 

Fortunately we've got two years to go. 

In the mean time the proceeding to the labour process will progress. 

Mathilde

In the span of two years, a lot can be achieved. 

We'll combine our capacities In order to attain our goal. 

Audra: 

This sort of plan can be adapted anywhere by other groups as well for other and different activities. 

Teijo:

What Sonneheerdt and Lass/Lusac do, can be done by other partners too.

TWINNING is an excellent  method towards the desired integration.

The key to twinning is the will to co-operate

Is it feasible for other organisations to join?

I think it is!

You need the co-operation of the government

But the motivating power towards integration  will be the efforts we make to work together.

For Sonneheerdt and Lass/Lusac this meant that blind and visual impaired people are now on their way to the labour market.

So we say if we want to co-operate integration can be the result!

