Trust and the sense of mutuality are the most important (Tomasz Sadowski) – an interview with Tomasz Sadowski, the founder of Barka Foundation Poland – by Daria Hejwosz, and Lesław Gromkowski. 
We wanted to interview Tomasz Sadowski. However, it seems almost inappropriate to call our eventual meeting an interview. It was an inspiring conversation which lasted almost three hours, about people and politics. It is best to have a conversation with Tomasz Sadowski face to face, only then it is possible to comprehend what he and his wife Barbara have achieved. The story behind Barka Foundation Poland, is not only factual, it is also an incredible narration which mixes drama, joy and politics. Tomasz Sadowski is not just a dreamer; he is a realist, leader, economist, politician, activist, lawyer, advocate, entrepreneur, conductor, psychologist, friend, and not least a father and brother to many those he has helped. And he does help, although he insists, that it is not only he who helps, but also many others do so to. 
In 1989, Tomasz and Barbara Sadowscy (both educated in psychology) established the first Barka House, which they co-inhabited with twenty five people who were living in crisis.  The origins of the Community’s creation were laid with the social challenges of the transformation period. The founders of Barka thought about creating social groups in which the ‘forgotten and unwanted’ members of Polish society would be given a chance for personal and social development. It is Barka’s mission ‘to enable social development of marginalized groups, and provide them with a chance to rebuild their lives by creating programs of mutual support, education, and entrepreneurships in society.’ At the moment, Barka operates on many social levels rebuilding the human capital, based on the social market economy. It is worth explaining the meaning of this term as it is often confused with social economy. The explanation of the term ‘social market economy’ can be found in Article 20 of the Constitution of the Republic of Poland: ‘Social market economy, based on the freedom of economic activity, private ownership, and solidarity, dialog and cooperation of social partners is the core of the economic system of the Republic of Poland.’ According to the interpretations of prominent Polish and German economists, such as Professor Witold Orlowski and Professor Grzegorz Kolotko, two years ago in the Constitutional Tribunal of the Republic of Poland,  it was decided that ‘the regulation is not to be respected in full, but only in its second part, by which meaning only “market economy” ‘ Referring to the term ‘social market economy’, the founders of Barka write: ,We (Barka’s Network) are not trying to search for names “derivative or auxiliary,” because the matter is too important and fundamental, and not following it can cause serious social consequences (economic crisis, unsustainable development, social tensions and human drama).
Barka’s work has never been solely restricted to humanitarian help. The people who together make up Barka, offer something more – trust, faith, and hope. They create environments in which people work, create and develop themselves. Barka’s framework operation includes Social Economy Centres, Centres for Social Integration, and Social Housing. Moreover, many programs are carried out both in Poland and abroad. For the last 20 years, Barka Foundation Poland has not only been helping excluded people, but it has also been contributing to the creation of new law in Poland. The foundation is still developing as it comes across new social problems in Poland and throughout Europe; being active in Great Britain, and Holland. Barka Foundation is growing steadily; at present a programme is being developed which aims at the restoration of societies in countries that are entering periods of intensive change (e.g. Tunisia, and other African countries). Therefore, Barka at the present moment is not only a local, national or European project, but it is starting to have a global dimension (for more information visit www.barka.org and http://ekonomiasolidarna.pl/,  http://barka.org.pl,node/186).
What did the ‘Barka’ origins look like?
At the beginning, during the times of the Peoples Republic of Poland, when we were starting it was the year 1989, back then there was no admission policy. A person would come and sleep over. At present Barka Foundation is the ‘Barka Network’ with approximately a 100 organizational components, which operate as cooperatives. It has all started from the family house. The origin was Wladyslawowo near Lwowek, in the old deserted school. For example, it took over 7 years to create communities in Chudopczyce. Our work is creating integration, communities, social cooperatives, and rural associations. 
Trust and the sense of mutuality were the most important. For example, there was a guy who was not behaving normal. As a psychologist I could treat him instrumentally, but why should I?
We have a problem; therefore we need to search for a solution. We can solve it together, we need to see where the assets are, what possibilities, and what weaknesses are there. Before Barka Foundation was created I worked in a psychiatric hospital. There, the doctors would diagnose symptoms and issue prescriptions. And another example, within the programme, the doctors would ask the patients to imagine that they were on kayaks. I am looking at them, and they are sitting on the mattresses pretending that they are on those kayaks. I took the risk and I took them to Mazury (Lake District). That was my medicine, my therapy.  Because on this Mazury, you really need to wash dishes, you really need to get into that kayak and this is the real life. I did not tear those patients away from the doctors, I was an added quality. In fact, the first centre was the Day Rehabilitation Centre for people leaving psychiatric hospitals. 
How does Chudopczyce Community, so Social Integration of Barka Community, function?

Chudopczyce consists of four separate institutions, which function within the social economy structure. In this ex-State Agricultural Farm village, approximately 60 people live and work. That place sustains itself and is developing thanks to social entrepreneurship. At present, in one of the blocks of flats emigrants are living (economic emigrants-editor), who returned from abroad. In the same place live families who have experienced hardship. Other buildings were converted into a hotel with a restaurant of communal character. The Community also runs the centre and the campsite at the lake. I think that the residents of the Community are retrieved citizens, who came wounded as if they had returned from the Warsaw Uprising. A man, who had spent 18 years in prison, has difficulties in finding his place in the society. The simplest activities pose a great difficulty for him. Such a man has difficulties buying a train ticket, boarding a train, not to mention when he is supposed to say something. We have had 22 years of freedom and our agility is still limited. The social structure has been shattered; therefore it is difficult for people to organize themselves, because everything had been organized for them. This is the aftermath of the Peoples Republic of Poland, it was this system which caused us to be incapable of organizing ourselves. 

Have the residents of the places in which Barka’s centres are located, been protesting? Was there no concern on their side that they will be neighbours with the people who had left the prison?
The residents are engaged in the restoration of the environment. Initially there was no cooperation, because the residents were regarding those centres as something detached. It was extremely important to create the ambience of trust. It is also crucial not to create an artificial hierarchy within the Community. For example, there is a grandma; well grandma is grandma, children are children and so on. There is no place here for appropriation of people, and treating them like customers. 
People create the Community, they are working in it, so is Barka earning money? How is it being divided among the members of the Community?

Barka has always been earning money, and has never been supported financially by anyone. For example, once a gardener came and showed to us how to build the polytunnels in which we were growing vegetables. Now imagine that we have a dozen or so people, we also have bills to pay. That is how the problem arises, because those bills need to be paid. For example rent, energy, water and so on. And you wander where to get the money from, same as in a family. So we take these tomatoes and go to the market, in order to sell them. Somebody looks after the finances. We also have cucumbers and parsley, and we say we need to take three boxes in order to pay for this or that. The money was being spent on supporting the Community, exactly as in a family. If you notice that your expenses are growing, then you need to think again where to take the money from. So, you know that you need to earn more in order to be able to sustain yourself. So what do you do? For example you open a shop. We were sending strawberries to Slubice because Germans were buying them. 
We also had an amusing story with Żuk (The Żuk-pl. beetle) was a van and light truck produced in Lublin, Poland, between 1958 and 1998 by FSC-translator). We needed a car, so I went to the factory in Lublin. I told the chairman that we had that much money, those were our possibilities…The chairman called the meeting of the executive board, and our car cost half of the original price, the factory did not earn any profit on it. And that was not the end of it. Anyway we did not have enough money to pay that price. So I told the chairman that I would not buy the car at that price. And he replied that he could not go any lower with the price. I told him that I would stay, and that they had to think of something, as I could not go back without a car. It looked a little bit like blackmail. The board gathered one more time, and they ran a meeting behind closed door. Eventually, they came to a decision that the factory would write a token for missing money. We returned by car. (He laughs). 

Where did the money for Żuk, for setting up a store, came from?
It was back in the early nineties. The bank gave us a credit, it was not only a financial credit but also a credit of trust. Today it would not be possible. 

Would it be more difficult, if you were to start today?

If I were to start again, I would not take it on. The ambience of the 90s was favourable. Back then it was a collective effort, and that was it for the whole of institutionalization. 
And were there no conflicts with regards to money?

The decisions were and are made together, in a democratic way, together with children, just as in a family. The trust is the basis of everything, and work is based on subsidiaries and mutual support. 

Do you keep any statistical data, for example on who joins Barka, where does he or she come from, etc?
It does not matter. It does not matter who comes, where he or she comes from, if they a believer or not. Nothing matters. Within Barka families are created. The Communities remain all the same, however it is all growing as franchising. In this manner we are rebuilding the human capital. My previous experiences of working with people have allowed for it to develop in this way.
How do you manage with people addicted to alcohol?

We have a rich experience in this matter, reaching back to work in the psychiatric hospital. I am capable of recognizing who has an issue. Then we sit down together and I am trying to convince him or her to enter a therapy program. This is not the matter of putting puzzles together; this is the matter of rebuilding a human being, but also his or her family and the whole environment. 
What is the difference between Barka and other organizations, such as Monar, or for example Brother Albert Society?

Brother Albert Society was running centres back in the times of the Peoples Republic of Poland. They were providing shelter, a blanket and soup. Its activities were visibly limited to the humanitarian help. Monar, on the other hand, by Marek Kotanski’s doing, took on the case of the youth who hit rock bottom due to narcotics abuse. Later, they also took on people addicted to alcohol. Their activity is very functional. Our mutual feature is that our organizations create separate entities, social cooperatives, centres for social integration. Monar centres definitely fulfil their purpose, however Brother Albert Society should place more stress on a human being, and not solely limit its actions to soup and blanket. Despite the resistance, some changes are taking place in that organisation. However, it is harder for them to change the tradition, because they were starting in different times than we were, and originally they were acting on different principles. 

In what way your activities influence the country’s social policy?

What we do is based on subsidiarity, and social policy in Poland is not based on it. The legislation declares that social policy is created by the state’s institutions, which can cooperate, however everyone says that they do not have to. From this perspective this policy is not functional. As an example, 700 people might be evicted in Poznan. Because this is how the system works.
Ok, and what is Barka doing on the institutional level, in order to changes something with regards to social policy?

I see myself as an entrepreneur, so I think I am capable of creating legislation. For example, we were the ones who created the legislation on social employment (which regulated creation of Centres for Social Integration -Editor’s note), or the legislation on social cooperatives. At the moment, the creation of a cooperative Wielkopolskie Centre of Social Economy, Solidarity Laboratories, and a university is under way. We want to prepare future employees in a way which will enable them to efficiently help socially excluded people. These students will have workshops ready for them in which they will gain practice. At university, there is no contact with a human being, even a professor does not have contact with students. So, how are they supposed to work in the future, if they do not know how to work with people? They sit behind the desk, with the computer, and that is their entire world. University dominates the fragmentary approach, therefore, students are not interested, and for example they know nothing about their local environment, about its problems. Above all, students need to learn through practice. Graduates get dragged in by the technocracy machine, and even those talented become a part of the bureaucratic system. How are they supposed to educate others in social economy, if they have no experience themselves? We have to bring this university into existence because we have experience, we have workshops, and nobody is going to set it up for us. 
So is the third sector supposed to alleviate the state’s activity? Would that mean that the system is ineffective?

This is not the third sector. Government-business-third sector, what are they? There is no such thing. We are talking here about the resources of self-management, about organized communities with the local government as a leader. It is all because of MOPRs which are filled with officials; there is no work with people, there are no relations. The important thing is that the school which we want to bring to existence needs to convert itself to its workers. MOPRs’ function is social insurance and not social help. They work on their own judgement. For example, you have an electricity bill on 200 zlotych, and you get only 50 zlotych. They do what they have to do, simply they protect social insurance. 
What does the cooperation with the local government look like?

In Poznan, the president is in partnership with us, and he supports us. The small local government can sense what we are talking about. Small local governments’ credit ratings are poor; therefore they are interested in cooperation, because there is a need for grass root activity. For example, in Czarnkowo, in terms of the operating of social enterprises everything went smoothly. Poznan’s credit rating is good, and officials do not understand the reality. All money is being invested into infrastructure, the subsidiarity is at the bottom of priorities, but the big metropolises do not see that, do not understand it. What is needed is sustainable development, otherwise people will take to the streets, and demonstrations will take place. These mistakes were made during the political systems transformation phase. Back then was the time to think about the solutions in terms of social policy, but it was not done. The enterprises were going bankrupt, people were given redundancy payments, and that was it. They were told: you have to be brave. Social help is based on technocrats. There is an acute need for changes in the way social help operates.

Some scientists, and observers of the social life, say that in some respects we deal with the phenomenon of ‘learnt’ helplessness. Is the scale of the problem big? How to counterbalance it?
Of course, the phenomenon of ‘learnt’ helplessness does exist. In the house in which I live, 44 families show signs of ‘learnt’ helplessness. In that tenement house, only 4 families are working! What can be done? There is a need for self action, to create grassroots’ initiatives. A voluntary association, club, etc. should be established. For example, we organized holidays. Those kids had never been at the seaside before. So, we organize a seaside excursion for 15 children. The parents cover travel and food expenses, but anyway they would need to eat at home. In this way, a mother does not feel humiliated that she received something for free, because she partakes in the organization of holidays. Parents were given an opportunity, they are being supported. So look, they are given a car, they contribute 10 zlotych each to cover petrol cost, 15 zlotych for food, 160 zlotych for a 10 day holiday for a child at the seaside.  In that tenement house we have also organized a children’s day room. There are many opportunities in terms of what people can do. For example we could set up bicycle rental; they could look after each other’s children. You need to appeal to and support people, for them to organize themselves. People can organize themselves at the grassroots’ level. This is the rule. This is subsidiarity. MOPRs will do nothing, because they do not work with people. If it was easier for people to organize themselves they would be able to buy flats from the city. Freedom came too easily. We rush forward, because economy was supposed to sort it all for us. 
From what you are saying, you could be called a liberal…
The point of liberality is that you always have a chance for self development. I presume that you have a potential, so we build this system together; and it does not matter where you come from, or what is your religion. If I recognize you as a subject for many wonderful proceedings, then I will not give you medicine, in the way welfare state does. You can make mistakes, but you are entitled to dialog, and I will not make you do anything. 

What were your dreams when you were setting up Barka? And what are your dreams now?

My dream remains the same, so that private ownership, social dialog, and solidarity can develop in my country. These are also the pillars of the European Union. As the son of the director of the State Agricultural Farm, I had complete economic safety. When I went to school, I saw social inequalities. I was wondering how it was possible. Then I entered university, first the School of Sport, and then psychology. I worked in youth detention centres, psychiatric hospital, I was gathering experience. I am relaying on my extensive experience. I am still studying. Now, I am interested in human capital, and social market economy, so not purely market based, not for a state, not for profit. The gain is that people are growing. What is important is self management and territorial responsibility. We have to operate based on sustainable development. It cannot be that 40% will go forward, and the remainder will lag behind. I cooperate with the government, European Parliament, local government. And that is how it goes on. People from Africa contacted us, asking for help. They say that Barka is a blessing; we could have an influence on resurrecting independent nations, such as Tunisia. I am interested, therefore, in social market economy for Africa, and that is what we are going to do. Africans are communal, and very happy that they have found us.
