ABOUT L.I.F.E.

L.I.F.E. (Life Improvement For Everyone) is a community interest social enterprise company which was established in January 2008 by three psychology graduates from The University of Manchester; Sarah Parry, Hayley Lee, and Vaneeta Sadhnani. The work of L.I.F.E. is a completely not-for-profit organisation, and therefore puts all profits back into the work it carries out. L.I.F.E.’s main objective is to support individuals (children and adults) who are experiencing emotional, psychological and behavioural difficulties as a result of their deprived backgrounds across the UK and around the globe. Through raising awareness, we aim to highlight the benefits of good mental health, positive well-being, emotional and behavioural congruence and safety, social support, and educational support. We aim to increase the quality of life of the individuals supported through the use of specialised methods of therapy, social support, and through providing primary caregivers with further education. 
L.I.F.E.’s work currently consists of two main divisions; S.A.A.S (Supported Access to Adult Services) and C.A.S.T. (Child and Adolescent Support Team) with our focus currently lying with the division of C.A.S.T. 
In summary, C.A.S.T. currently operates several projects across Romania, Belarus, Bulgaria, and India, each of which are concerned with supporting children, adolescents and adults all of whom display a range of psychological, behavioural, emotional and social difficulties, with many also having various physical disabilities, as a direct consequence of their deprived background. C.A.S.T. operates through the recruitment and training of volunteers from schools, Universities and various health care organisations. Volunteers are trained in modern therapeutic techniques such as Intensive Interaction and are provided with a once in a lifetime experience.
THE C.A.S.T. MISSION

The C.A.S.T team aims to act as the eyes, ears, and voice for children and young people currently living in precarious and uncertain circumstances. We strive to promote understanding and well-being, reaching all parts of the community of volunteers as well as the children and young people we aim to support. The Team supports rigorous research, education and professional training, promoting the highest standards of effective, efficient and ethical practice of its volunteers. We aspire to be forward thinking and socially responsible, ensuring that decision-makers are briefed on all relevant aspects of emergent issues. The Team attracts volunteers of the highest calibre, 

develops potential, and strives for equality and diversity at all levels. 
 

ABOUT C.A.S.T.

Child and Adolescent Support Team (C.A.S.T.) has been in operation since 2004, starting out as a small organisation consisting of one team of volunteers working at a specialist treatment and adjustment centre in Slatina, Southern Romania. Now, in 2008, C.A.S.T. is an organisation consisting of a database of around 360 volunteers, around 20 specialist volunteers, a 14 person strong team based in Manchester managing projects in the UK, Romania, Bulgaria, Belarus, and India. 

For the last four years, C.A.S.T.’s work has been primarily based in Slatina, Romania; working with institutionalized children and adolescents aged between three and eighteen, each of whom display a range of physical and psychological disabilities as a consequence of their deprived background. We now work with institutionalized children and adults, street children, and young people segregated from society as a result of their background or class (cast) in Romania, Bulgaria, Belarus, and India.

An essential part of each of our projects is to try to change the mentality of the working environment in which the children and young adults live, by trying to further understanding through providing more training opportunities for the government care staff.

We aim to do this through:

· Providing training workshops

· Showing the staff though demonstrations how rewarding it can be working with the children

· Demonstrating the changes in the children’s behaviour and development of their abilities over time

· Respite care allowing the Romanian staff to focus on fewer children at one time

· Providing encouragement and opportunities such as work exchange placements so that they can feel appreciated and in turn take more pride in their work

· Illustrating and developing the specialist elements of their work which we hope will lead to more pride in their work, and thus better care for the children. 

Over the years, we have been lucky enough to accumulate support from Medlink/Medsim and The Workshop, Unilever Plc., The University of Manchester, and The University of Dundee, which has allowed C.A.S.T. to reach out to many more children and young adults in desperate situations. We work with both young volunteers and specialist volunteers largely involved with the health, education, and social care sectors in the UK to improve the quality of life for many children and young adults. Despite our growth and development over the years, our core ethos hasn’t changed, with us now striving to support projects all over the world (including the UK).
Currently, C.A.S.T. holds 14 partnerships with various charities, youth groups, and independent out-reach programmes (NGO’s) across the UK, Eastern Europe and India. These partnerships are the foundation to C.A.S.T.’s work as some of our projects run as part of an already existing scheme and some of our projects have been developed from the formation of a partnership and consist solely of C.A.S.T. volunteers. Regardless, each of the projects that C.A.S.T. is involved with/runs, depend heavily/solely on our teams of volunteers and our financial support.


CAST is quite unique as its primary driving force has always been a dedicated community of students who are primarily based in the health sector. We are motivated by our love for the many amazing children we know! As students within our chosen professions and young people, we 
have the potential to influence the future of our disciplines as well as improve the future for other young people living in harmful environments. Our work to date shows that we are making a difference to children and young people who currently have to endure a troubled life by giving them a voice and support, we can start building a brighter future for them.


DETAILED OVERVIEW OF OUR PROJECTS:

Romanian Day Care Centre; October 2004 – October 2007

This project involved volunteers of all ages working and learning together each morning between 8.30am and 12.00pm, with 22 beneficiaries attending the centre to receive specialist care. The beneficiaries who attend were all abandoned children, once from orphanages who have now been re-housed into ‘family type homes’; a government initiative to close all of the large orphanages and place the beneficiaries in groups of 6-8 into separate apartments/houses under the care of the government care staff. Each of the beneficiaries experience a variety of physical, neurological, social and psychological difficulties ranging from beneficiaries with severe institutional autism and the inability to walk unaided, to beneficiaries with less severe psychological problems such as general developmental delay and those who are able to move around freely. The volunteers worked with the beneficiaries on the key areas stated above, alongside a team of Romanian staff. The centre hosted a main play room, a smaller play room used for quieter work (i.e. writing and drawing), a multi sensory room and a large outside play area and garden. It was found that one-to-one work was most beneficial to the volunteer and the beneficiary, although group work was encouraged when possible. Many of our specialist volunteers have worked with the beneficiaries at this centre, resulting in specialist equipment being used in order to properly assess their needs. The Specialist Day Care Centre has also played host to many training seminars provided by the specialist volunteers, in the areas of Intensive Interaction, speech and language therapy techniques, physiotherapy techniques, the importance of imaginative play, and more. Both the younger volunteers and the government care staff were invited, providing an opportunity for everyone involved with the care of these beneficiaries to get together and try to improve the beneficiaries care. This project has long standing effects which can be seen in the success of our continuing Family Type Homes project. 

Romanian Family Type homes in Slatina (February 2007 – Present) and Caracal (July – September 2007)

The family type homes project operating in Slatina, is based around seven government homes for abandoned children. These homes are visited by teams of usually three or four volunteers over eight trips per year. 

The family type homes project operating in Caracal (a village an hour away from Slatina), was based around 4 houses, each of which have a very different and distinct feel to them due to the different ‘type’ of beneficiaries they house. House one holds 5 beneficiaries who are severely physically impaired as a direct consequence of their total deprivation. All of these beneficiaries are extremely underweight and undersize. This house also homes a baby and an eighteen year old girl who is very able. House 2 is home to 4 adolescent boys, all of whom are physically very able but who are highly emotionally disturbed and whose behaviour is often very erratic. House three holds 8 beneficiaries with a number of both physical and psychological difficulties, ranging from downs syndrome, to blindness, to developmental delay, and from those who are nonverbal to those who speak fairly fluently. House 4 again like house 3 is home to beneficiaries with a whole range of difficulties such as those mentioned in house 3. As these beneficiaries are not used to socializing, much of the volunteers’ work is based around building a loving relationship and enabling the beneficiaries to feel secure around others. 

All of the homes, both in Slatina and Caracal, have an outside play area and then indoors the volunteers are usually left to work with the beneficiaries in the main living room. These houses are fairly bare of any toys or equipment so it can be difficult to maintain the beneficiary’s attention for periods of time. Essentially, despite operating in different locations, the running of the family type homes project is much the same in Slatina and Caracal.

The work of our volunteers provides the government care staff with some respite whilst the volunteers work with the beneficiaries, focusing on the key areas noted above, but in particular, trying to use the technique of Intensive Interaction when communicating. As a result of a lack of socialization, the technique of Intensive Interaction is often needed in order to try and break the withdrawal barrier that so many of these beneficiaries hold, non emotive and unwilling to engage in any sort of interaction – even eye contact. This is one of the key areas where the younger volunteers and specialist volunteers complement each other hugely as the younger volunteers are usually better acquainted with the beneficiaries, whereas the specialists can contribute skills. The volunteers therefore work together to develop an intervention which suits the beneficiary’s individual needs. The volunteers then spend two hours each afternoon, between 16.00 and 18.00 with the beneficiaries.

Balş orphanage; February 2007 – October 2007

The project at Balş orphanage operates between 9.00am and 1.00pm with our volunteers going into the orphanage to work with around 120 beneficiaries and adolescents who live there. The beneficiaries and adolescents at Balş display a whole range of disabilities both physical and psychological. Generally though, these difficulties are much more pronounced than those shown by the beneficiaries involved in our other projects, essentially because the beneficiaries at Balş are still living in a large orphanage. At the orphanage, our volunteers are permitted outside and in one room within the orphanage. This room is used for a whole range of arts and crafts activities, painting, drawing, face painting t-shirt making, and then games can be played when outside. This project usually operates by rotating the team of volunteers in three groups between the outside play areas and the arts and crafts room. Due to the sheer number of beneficiaries desperate for attention, it is very difficult to maintain a one-to-one relationship when working with these beneficiaries although the beneficiaries usually find a favourite volunteer as their base. Again, the volunteers are working with the beneficiaries in order to promote the key areas already outlined, although with the beneficiaries at Balş, it has been clear that due to how deprived of any attention the beneficiaries have been, they really only care about someone being there with them to hug. One way in which we hope to further help Balş is by providing training for the staff in the orphanage from one of our professional volunteers; a special needs learning practitioner who specializes in education about how to form relationships between care staff and young people with learning difficulties.

2008 onwards; Slatina, Romania

C.A.S.T. partner the UK charity Wishing Well, and continue working with the same beneficiaries from the Government family type homes across Slatina. Volunteers work in the homes between 10.00am and 1.00pm. Wishing Well also work with Roma beneficiaries on the outskirts of Slatina. The Roma communities are generally exiled from general Romanian society and as such suffer enormously educationally, economically, socially, and in terms of access to health care services. C.A.S.T. and Wishing Well are working with the beneficiaries and their families in order to improve connections with the Roma community and Romanian nationals in Slatina, and encourage the beneficiaries to spend longer in school. In addition, C.A.S.T. volunteers have been given clearance to work in an orphanage on the outskirts of Slatina, Cezieni which is for adults who have grown up in institutions. This is a really exciting project as it gives our volunteers the chance to work with people of all ages, although many of their skills remain extremely relevant. The conditions are particularly bad at this orphanage as adults receive less media attention, and therefore we will hopefully be able to really help here. All of our volunteers will continue to receive training in Intensive Interaction, Emotional and Behavioural Management, and any other future interventions we adopt into our programme. Our specialist volunteers will also continue to work on these projects, we are hoping they will be able to particularly focus their work in Cezieni, as these people have yet to be seen by any specialists. Our final project in the neighbouring town of Balş is with people with HIV/AIDS. This project is initially for babies, beneficiaries, and young adults affected by the virus although we hope in time to offer support to adults who have been affected also. We hope that by getting involved in this work and promoting good health and understanding, we can tackle the social stigma related to the disease.

2008 onwards; Bacau, Romania

C.A.S.T. is partner Fundatia de Spirijin Comunitar (FSC) working to support educational and enrichment programmes, supporting deprived beneficiaries in the city and rural areas. This project provides both intergenerational and international opportunities as the charity is in the privileged position of having over 200 Romanian volunteers from the nearby high schools and local community of all ages. FSC is heavily supported by the local Government in their work and has been given a centre so that their programme with street beneficiaries could reach out to more young people who spend their lives on the streets. These rescued beneficiaries spend their time learning useful life skills, being tutored in the major subjects, and being part of the amazing results of the art therapy technique. During the day the FSC centre holds up to 30 beneficiaries who attend to reap the benefits of such an amazing project. However none of these projects would be possible without the support of the local volunteers. The network has grown through word of mouth. C.A.S.T. volunteers stay in the homes of FSC volunteers so they experience Romanian life to the full with Romanian families connected to FSC. Many of them spend time volunteering in the hospitals, helping with after care, visiting the elderly in their homes and using art therapy in the nearby institutions. The FSC students are so proud of the opportunities they were creating for so many people in their community. In our option, this is an excellent example of intergenerational practise where people from all generations help each other and we are excited to be contributing.

2008 onwards; Bucharest, Romania

C.A.S.T. partner three organisations in Bucharest. In one programme, volunteers work in a centre for women who need help to keep their babies. Essentially the centre houses pregnant homeless women with no family support, and supports them through to when the baby is 3-4 months old. Our volunteers primarily work to look after the babies whilst the mothers are out trying to find work, but also befriend the mothers as many of them are keen to form relationships with people outside of the centre. The volunteers also try to encourage intense interaction and bonding between the mother and beneficiary which can sometimes be difficult if the pregnancy has cause severe problems for the mother. All volunteers are trained in intensive interaction and emotional and behavioural management so they are fully equipped to work effectively on the project.

Another project sees C.A.S.T. working with Strive for Life and Ana şi Copii which support street beneficiaries in Bucharest. The volunteers on this project work with Strive for Life to help the beneficiaries with basic education, learning a bit of English, building self esteem and self identity, and supporting them as friends. 

This report from 2004 predicts many of the hardships which have unfortunately transpired over the last three years for such beneficiaries; http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/3665646.stm.
We hope to form a network in Bucharest through working with these different groups which can deliver a more united and effective source of support to these beneficiaries to meet their immediate needs and improve long-term care. We hope the end result will be that we can build permanent homes for these young people to enable them to grow up safely and have a positive future. Again all volunteers will be fully trained in behavioural management techniques, and will take part in this project for 6-8 weeks allowing them to really become involved and make a difference to the many beneficiaries and adolescents they will work with.

2008 onwards; Minsk, Belarus

C.A.S.T. partner with the Christian Children’s Fund, which support many smaller organisations and also works with the Government. This project is largely Intensive Interaction based with abandoned children with needs such as those in Romania – working with a network of orphanages and day care centres. There is a ‘buddy’ scheme on this project, with students from the university in Minsk pairing with younger CAST volunteers to help them get around the city and translate for them. Volunteers for this project need to be 18 years and over as it is a fairly intense programme. A number of specialist volunteers (including D Suzanne Zeedyk who initiated the programme) are working with our volunteers and staff to make this a success.

2008 onwards; Sofia, Bulgaria

C.A.S.T. are working with the Lora Foundation in Sofia, which works with Roma beneficiaries and abandoned children in orphanages. They are a small organisation but unbelievably dedicated. They have adopted one of the beneficiaries with special needs from one of the local orphanages; Lora, after which the organisation is named. This project involves some Intensive Interaction but will be mainly play and peer support based. Our projects in Bulgaria also involve working in rural orphanages. After being in touch with the film director who made the last exposé of the conditions of the orphanages in Bulgaria, we discovered that they had already formed a trust with 5 charities working with beneficiaries with severe disabilities in orphanages. They suggested that CAST should become involved through our volunteers going to the rural orphanages, where they will be working with the beneficiaries and care staff on Intensive Interaction. Our projects in Sofia also involve working with Roma families on the outskirts of Sofia, and also working with beneficiaries affected in some capacity by HIV/AIDS. Again all volunteers will be suitably trained and briefed into the nature of the project.

2008 onwards; Varna, Bulgaria

C.A.S.T. is working with Karin Dom in order to help children abandoned in local institutions. Bulgaria is about to embark upon the same journey as Romania did in 2005 as beneficiaries in Government care are moved out of large institutions into smaller homes. CAST is working with Karin Dom in order to provide volunteers to the area of Varna. Volunteers will work and be trained in the Karin Dom Centre which will enable them to work effectively with the beneficiaries in the institutions.  It is hoped that the involvement of volunteers from the UK will encourage volunteers from the University and Colleges in Varna to become involved. By involving local young people who are planning to undertake careers in social, health, or educational fields will have a long term impact upon the care young people in state care receive.

At the Karin Dom Centre for Children each beneficiary is assessed by a multidisciplinary team followed by an individual plan including work with the beneficiary and parents wherever possible including group work with other children and; - training of parents and staff; - a parents' support group - meeting with a psychologist; - introducing the neurodevelopmental method (the Bobat method) for children with cerebral palsy and related conditions with the help of specialists from UK; - toy library for children with special needs whereby the beneficiary is given toys to take home for a certain period of time on the advice of the special needs teachers so as to develop various skills; - free transport for children to and from Karin Dom; - swimming therapy - children, parents and Karin Dom staff; - integrated activities of the children with special needs with other children (siblings from the family, children from mainstream schools, boy and girls scouts, etc), so as to integrate children with special needs and their families into society; - joint project with other Bulgarian and foreign NGOs; - A fostering programme and lobbying for new and more protective laws for children; - an awareness programme - with the help of the local and national media; - setting up a data base for the incidents of children with physical disabilities and mental problems in the Varna region.

Mariana Nikolova, the Centre Manager for Karin Dom, hopes the volunteer programme with CAST will ‘increase motivations of the student volunteers, they will become more confident when dealing with disabled people or people with special needs, they can initiate different youth initiatives while they work, they can learn about all new ways, approaches, and techniques thanks to training in the centre and exchange between student; and when they finish they will be available to work with the right qualifications in the small protected homes, different institutions, or offering alternative services. They will be motivated to work in the social services and as specialists they will have the motivation to develop further and to help with the creation of a volunteering approach to other young people.’’

2008 onwards; Hyderabad, India 

CAST partner Bhumi in India. Although Hyderabad (also known as high-tech city) is a thriving economical boom city in India, it is surrounded by slums; notably the Raspoola slum home to 100,000 people living in abject poverty. Volunteers are working in the slum alongside two developmental psychologists, one from the University of Dundee and the other retired from the University of Manchester. The volunteers conduct developmental inventories with babies based on the Bayley Scales of Infant and Toddler Development in order to prevent further problems such as developmental delay and the type of developmental difficulties seen in the children in Eastern Europe. In addition, volunteers will be aiding with teaching and generally playing with the children living in the slum. CAST volunteers are partnered with Bhumi volunteers who will help with English translation, showing our volunteers around the local area etc. Upon arrival, the volunteers will receive a 2 day induction and at the end of the trip, they will be able to relax in little retreat into the Indian wilderness! The most recent development with this project is that the National Institute of Mental Handicaps in India has said that they would like to work with us, providing the programme with £1,000,000 to get this developmental intervention plan off the ground! This is enough to hire over 200 staff and really help the team in Hyderabad to get this going and spread it across India. Although this money is for Bhumi to role out the programme, our volunteers will be the front line people making all this happen.
HOW WILL FUNDING BE USED?

All donations and funding is entered into the central account for C.A.S.T. and is then distributed across each of the projects on a ‘needs’ basis. This is due to the fact that some of our projects (Slatina) take large numbers of volunteers on each team, thus providing that project with a large amount of donations, compared to Varna which sees only two teams of four students across the whole summer of 2008. Having all funding available in one account means that there is flexibility with funding across the projects which essentially means that, each project has access to the funding that they require, ‘as and when’. All volunteers are made aware of this arrangement prior to their decision to take part. Donations are used for a number of things including; emergency medical care for those supported, medicines for those supported, training seminars for the care staff, provisions such as toys, clothing, food, art materials, school books, garden furniture (slides, swings etc), multi sensory rooms, and more. All donations are used specifically for the running of the projects that we support. 
