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In the middle of the Cold War and as Othmar Roden relentlessly pointed out, FICE’s
greatest asset was that it – as opposed to many other organisations – had among its
members several “East Bloc Countries”. They were East Germany, Czechoslovakia,
Poland, and Hungary. Yugoslavia, a non-aligned country, was also a member. For many
of these delegates taking part at Federal Council meetings was their only opportunity to
travel to “the West”, but for many westerners it was also a rare occasion to talk to
someone “from the other side” or to travel to “the East” and see what the situation was
like. Statements made by representatives from the East at the meetings and for the
record were totally in line with official policy, pointing out repeatedly that all children in
their respective countries lived in sheer paradise and were perfectly cared for by the
state.

At meals, after meetings and at social events things were different. Both sides openly
talked about their problems, lack of qualified staff, overcrowded huge homes, old
buildings, children in care stigmatised at school, no information on the further lives of
care leavers – the list was endless. It seemed to me that – leaving aside the political
situation in the member countries – the professional problems “at home” were similar
for all members.

Back then FICE had four “Special Commissions”, working groups that dedicated
themselves to a particular topic. One of these Commissions consisted of care workers
and architects trying to work out together the perfect building plans and layouts for
residential institutions.
Big institutions, in some cases with several hundred children, were still the standard. In
some member countries empty castles, hospital wings, and even barracks were used for
this purpose. FICE tried to come up with models for improvement.

One effect of having big children’s homes and many FC members being directors of such
homes was that FC meetings were for many years held in residential care institutions,



with delegates staying in staff rooms “given up” for the guests, sometimes even in the
children’s rooms when they were away on camps or exchange programmes. Children
usually welcomed the international guests with songs and gave them small gifts they had
prepared. This was not only the case in Eastern Europe, but also, for instance, in
Switzerland. There was an ongoing discussion, though, whether this was correct and
whether FC members shouldn’t stay somewhere else and “not walk through the homes
like walking through a zoo.”

But a new trend had already begun. In 1975 at the Congress in Amsterdam “small living
units” and their advantages for children and staff were described and discussed. The
concept of simply providing an apartment somewhere in town and have staff and a
handful of children live there “anonymously” was widely discussed for its general
feasibility. As we know from current care systems the idea has been successful.

For years there had been, sometimes highly emotional, discussions, usually sparked by
the French, as to whether children with disabilities would also come under the remit of
FICE. In 1978 FICE took the “risk” of putting the topic of working with disabled children
on the agenda of a symposium at Graz, Austria. Although the conference was later on
often quoted as having been extremely successful, FICE’s chief clientele remained “social
orphans” as they were often referred to. There were sometimes children with
disabilities among them, but their disability was not the chief reason for their being in
care.

One of the key publications of FICE “The socialpedagogue in Europe” 1 was compiled and
published during those years. The terms “social pedagogue” or “Sozialpädagoge” in
German were chosen (not to say invented) as neutral terms to solve the terminological
chaos prevailing in the field.

The early 80s brought a change at the top. A newly elected Swiss President (Heinrich
Tuggener) was soon joined by a Swiss Secretary General (Franz Züsli) who was
employed and paid by the Pestalozzi Foundation.

These were the years of reforms in the child care sector in many countries. There was
general agreement in the profession that big institutions with hundreds of children were
a thing of the past and should be replaced. Still, the process was a slow one; bureaucracy
and a lack of funds worked against speedy change. It also became clear that smaller,
specialised units required better trained staff – again a matter of money and also good
will on the part of providers.

Among the new trends was that parents should be included in working with their
children in care. Children’s homes with “guest rooms” where parents could spend the
weekend with their children, as in Denmark or the Netherlands, were viewed with great
interest but also with doubt by some FICE members. Some doubted whether such
contacts were in the best interest of the child, while others considered such methods too
demanding on the staff as the parents would also require support.



There were heated debates at FC meetings trying to define FICE’s role in a changing
“market”. On the one hand it was proudly pointed out that FICE was “the only
organisation in the world speaking up for children and workers in homes”, on the other
hand homes became fewer and their reputation dwindled.

Another question was should FICE venture into non-residential forms of care?
Which effect would this have on the training of care workers? Where would funding
come from?

In the early 80’s the FC had also decided, to change the English name to “Federation of
Educative Communities”, following a change of the French name. A move that
aggravated the identity crisis.

An attempt to come to terms with all the uncertainties was made at the Congress in
Malmö and the “Malmö Declaration” was passed, laying down FICE’s position.
In 1988 a history of the first 40 years of FICE was published2 and FICE tried to define its
identity and the way forward at the Jubilee Congress in Switzerland in the same year.
The conference proceedings were presented as a showcase of FICE’s work. Soon
afterwards “Residential Child Care” – An International Reader”, edited by Meir
Gottesmann from Israel was issued by FICE in association with the British Social Care
Association3 as an attempt on sizing up the professional situation in 22 countries.
“Training” was seen as the key concept for the future and several meetings, in particular
one in Hadassah Neurim in Israel, were devoted to this topic. David Lane from the UK
recognized the importance of a code of ethics for the profession and among other
documents worked out such a code which is still in use.

The times of inner uncertainty were paralleled by unimagined political changes in
Europe. The fall of the Iron Curtain came widely unexpected and its effects touched FICE
like so many people, organisations, and institutions not only in central and eastern
Europe but in fact throughout the world. In autumn 1989 the FC met in Budapest. While
we were there streets were renamed and we watched the names of Communist leaders
being taken down and replaced by new names. Prague had been chosen as the venue for
the 1990 FICE Congress several years before. Now participants came to see the “new”
Prague, to openly exchange views and experience with colleagues from “the East” for the
first time, and to discuss with other professionals what the role and standing of
(residential) care would be in this new world. Representatives of the FC were invited to
a personal meeting with Vaclav Havel the meanwhile legendary president; a most
memorable experience for the participants and an act of recognition for FICE.

In 1988 Steen Lasson, from Denmark, was elected President and in 1992 Franz Züsli
stepped down as Secretary General and was succeeded by Thomas Mächler, a dynamic,
young professional on the staff of the Pestalozzi Foundation.



The congresses in Luxemburg 1992 and in Milwaukee 1994 drew a number of
participants from the new countries who enjoyed their freedom to travel but also the
freedom to mingle with colleagues and share ideas and visions.

Interest in FICE grew in what used to be called “the East”. Some of the former elderly
government employees disappeared and were replaced by young ambitious people who
often saw FICE as a launch pad for an international career. This meant that suddenly
there were people in FICE who were not necessarily child care workers but lawyers,
psychologists, or others trying to fill the vacuum in a field which after the end of
communism needed to completely reinvent itself.

They contributed important impulses, e.g. relating to children’s rights following the
passing of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. But they soon moved on,
realizing that FICE couldn’t do for them what they had expected.
What FICE could and did do was to provide know-how and support to colleagues and
decision-makers in the newly emerging child care systems. Staff training seminars were
held, children and staff exchange programmes launched; some members engaged in
direct advice giving to ministries, others helped with professional literature and by
simply “being there”. In my eyes this extremely valuable work went largely unaccounted
– people were too busy working and had no time to write or talk about what they were
doing. Much of it took place on the bilateral level and remained something seen as the
work of national sections or individual professionals rather than of FICE International.
The approach in most cases was to be careful not to superimpose “our” system on
“theirs”, but to make sure that something new was created in true partnership and
cooperation.

Amidst these efforts to reposition the organisation in a world where residential care was
often considered a thing of the past, FICE was suddenly reminded of its roots. It had
been founded after WW II to help war orphans and children traumatised by war. In the
mid-nineties the war in former Yugoslavia, in particular in Bosnia and later in Kosovo,
left the rest of Europe overwhelmed with the problems in the aftermath of the fighting.
FICE realized that education for tolerance and peace was a crucial factor in caring for
these children and giving them a future and that this was something it could provide.
The Swiss und Dutch sections took the lead and first held Peace Camps outside
Yugoslavia, but in the following years in different parts of the former Yugoslavia that had
meanwhile become independent countries. The peace camps, accompanied by expert
seminars, were renamed “friendship camps” and the newly founded sections in south
east Europe took over the organisation of these highly successful events. Finally, FICE
held its Congress 2006 in Sarajevo; it was devoted to helping children overcome trauma
and prepared the ground for professional help for many children in that part of the
world.

The International Congresses 2010 in Cape Town, 2013 in Bern and 2016 in Vienna
opened up many new perspectives to participants, and brought contacts with



courageous, inspired colleagues from Africa, the Latin Americas, Asia and also the Arab
countries, and with new networks based on innovative methods and strong beliefs.

In all its efforts, involving projects, publishing or training, FICE appears to be constantly
searching for its identity, for its place in the concert of international organisations. When
reference is made to “children’s homes” in the media today it’s tragically almost only
with reference to the cases of abuse that have recently become public, the claims for
damages, and the search for the culprits. The public image of “children’s homes” has
never been good, but in my eyes, it has deteriorated even further over the past few years.
Another factor depreciating the work with children in institutions is the ongoing
economic crisis. It’s definitely cheaper for governments to place children with foster
families or leave them with their original families and provide some outside support,
than to place them in residential homes. Considering the public opinion on the matter,
politicians can only win, if on the one hand they save money and on the other “save”
children from a life “in residence”.
It will probably take some time for the pendulum to swing back in the other direction
and make us realize, that traumatized children, survivors of sometimes unimaginable
violence and neglect, need well-trained, professional care workers to come to terms with
their past, no matter how caring and well-meaning some foster parents may be. But, as
already mentioned, it’s also a financial question and sadly enough, children in need
aren’t society’s highest priority when it comes to spending money.

So FICE International will stand in the future for a high quality professional care of
children at risk and in need. And this even when the wind is blowing hard against our
faces. But looking around in the world there are not so much organisations who have a
high quality care on their agenda. Let’s go on for the next 70 years and find the pearls in
our heritage and cumulate the enormous mass of knowledge stored in our archives and
brains for a better world. A better world for those children who has no lobby and are
endangered to be a match ball for politicians and societies.

Before I end I want to say that this speech is based
on the wonderful work of Helga Stefanov who has worked as an interpreter for FICE
since 1973 and she has therefore had an unparalleled view of the discussions and
developments in international child care, but especially in Europe, over nearly forty
years. Until her recent retirement she was a Professor in the Department of Social Work
at FH Campus Wien – University of Applied Sciences, in Vienna, where she taught on
Intercultural Communication, Comparative Social Work, Social Work. She was also co-
coordinator and evaluator of several European projects.

Let me also say thank you to all the wonderful presidents, board members and members
of National section who contributed in the last 70 years to FICE International.

And a big thank to all our partners who worked and supported us in the recent years.
And a special thank to Pestalozzi villages and FICE Switzerland for organizing this
wonderful event.
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