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Infroduction

At Locality, we believe in the power of community and in the networks of solidarity
that connect this power around the world. For the last four years, Locality have
hosted the European Office for the International Federation of Settlements and
Neighbourhood Centres (IFS), an inclusive global community connecting people
who are working locally for social justice. This report brings together findings from
the European network about the incredible role of community organisations during
the coronavirus pandemic in 2020.

Opportunities for connectivity and exchange of learning have
never been more important

Throughout the last year, the IFS network has continued to meet regularly online;
indeed, the acceleration of digital platforms has provided a boost to international
collaboration. Throughout the pandemic, we have been sharing experiences and
learning from each other - from discussing the best ways to open up services after
lockdown and support staff and volunteers, to comparing strategies to influence
governments.

This report outlines the findings from a short research project carried out by
Locality to capture the experience of the community sector in eight European
countries during the coronavirus pandemic: the UK, Germany, Austrig, the
Netherlands, Italy, France, Finland, and Sweden. In the autumn of 2020, we
interviewed local and national infrastructure organisations in these countries, who
collectively represent over 8,000 community organisations and social centfres in
Europe.

Research aims
Through this research we sought to:

1 Share lessons learned regarding government policy, and the community
sector response

1 Explore different community sector business models and how they have been
impacted by the pandemic

1 Look at common themes and opportunities for international learning
networks around these themes



Methodology

In October and November 2020, we carried out eight semi-structured interviews
with representatives from:

1 Verband fur sozial-kulturelle Arbeit (VskA, Berlin) / the Federation for Social-
Cultural Work (Berlin, Germany)

1 Lo Fédération des Centres Sociaux et Socioculturels de France (FCSF) / the
French Federation of Social Centres (France)

1 ARCS and ARCI (ltaly)

1 Wiener Hilfswerk (Vienna, Austria)

1 Setlementti / the Finnish Federation of Settlement Houses (Finland)

1 Svenska Settlementforbundet / the Swedish Settlement Association (Sweden)

1 LSA Bewoners (LSA) (the Netherlands)
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A summary of our findings was shared the IFS Europe Network meeting in
November, where we discussed our conclusions and next steps.

We originally designed the research scope and hosted an initial discussion group
with IFS Europe members in Summer 2020, when most countries were emerging from
lockdown, community cenfres were reopening, and ‘recovery’ agendas were
emerging. However, when we carried out the interviews and further engagement in
the Autumn, most of Europe was back in a second lockdown.
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Our findings

Our research shows an extraordinary capacity for hope, resilience, and
creativity across community organisations in Europe. They have been
supporting their neighbourhoods through the hardest of times, pivoting their
services, innovating with new digital strategies, and advocating for their
communities.

In some countries there have been significant financial threats to the stability of
community organisations during this time. In other countries, infrastructure
organisations are worried about an economic recession following in the wake
of the public health crisis and the impact this will have on access to services in
deprived communities.

Community organisatfions are seeing rising levels of poor mental health, social
isolation, and food insecurity across Europe. These are complex challenges
that will leave scars on people and communities long after the immediate
threats from the virus have abated.

Despite these huge challenges, across all of our interviews we heard about the
determination and faith in the power of community to support healthier,
happier and more resilient places through the recovery and beyond.
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Case study insights

‘Wiener Hilfswerk’ Viennaq, Austria

In Austria, we spoke to Eva Bertalan at Wiener Hilfswerk, the organisation
representing ten community centres across Vienna. Throughout the pandemic they
have been working with the city government, the police and local organisations,
coordinating volunteers to support the delivery of food and essentials to isolated
households. Volunteers have been shopping, picking up medical supplies, running
errands and even taking out rubbish bins for people living in high-rise flats.

While their centres have had to close to the public during lockdowns, they have
adapted their services. For example, they moved their tutoring and language
classes online, and shifted the majority of their counselling services to the telephone.
They have also created new community initiatives through the pandemic- including
telephone befriending and ‘walking buddy’ schemes, and a new ‘flea market” which
sells affordable, recycled clothes. This new venture also provides a source of
income to help sustain their centres.

Despite these innovations, Eva is concerned about the long-term impact of the
pandemic on community engagement. The lockdown restrictions necessary to
control the virus also mean that opportunities to foster connection and relationships
have been severely curtailed. While the centres have been creative with online
community engagement and meetings in smaller groups in outdoor settings, they
are still feeling the loss of being able to bring people together within their
community centres.

Community centres have retained their subsidy from the local government during
the pandemic. However, they have lost earned income from venue hire as well as
donations, which allowed them to reach more people and support more
neighbours. This is having an impact on the ability of the centres to plan for the
longer term. Local government provides grants for community centres on a yearly
cycle. However, it would be highly beneficial to have longer grant cycles, as this
would provide the long-term investment needed to strengthen social infrastructure
and support sustainable community development.

Eva explains that new centres have been built recently which duplicate the work of
the community centres. Eva believes that improved partnership working would
strengthen community assets within the city. This could strengthen the role of
community cenfres and support their work in strengthening community cohesion in
the city.

locality.org.uk




‘Verband fur sozial-kulturelle Arbeit’ (VskA), Berlin,
Germany

VskA in Germany represents 80 member organisations across the country, half of
which are based in Berlin representing more than 100 neighbourhoods, communities,
and social centres. We spoke to Gokcen Demiragli about how their members have
adapted and responded to the pandemic in Germany, with a particular focus on the
response in Berlin.

Community centres have been supporting their neighbourhoods throughout the
pandemic through food deliveries, education, health and wellbeing services. They
also adapted their existing advice services to deliver online or over the phone; they
even developed some “window support” counselling, face-to-face _
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