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We have not been particularly good at updating this site with information, partially due to inactivity within the charity over the past couple of years.

The commitment to continue supporting Samuil institution in northern Bulgaria has continued over the past couple of years, though we now feel there is time for a change and charities like Holding Out Hope have a duty to do more than just provide money and aid to eastern European institutions. We are agreed that we must do more to expose the horrors of living an institutional life in these grim places that often provide inmates with a life sentence even though they have committed no crime.

The bad news at the moment is that Holding Out hope is made up of two volunteers. There is myself, Pete Brady, still the chairman and Becky Cooper who is the secretary. We have had other volunteers dip in and out over the years, however often after volunteers have undertaken one trip to Samuil, or into Romania, they are unlikely to want to go back.
Fundraising is as difficult as ever as it is often the charities currently in the focus of the media that tend to do well. We have a number of parishioners at Christ the King church in Thornbury, who have set up direct debits, which brings in a small amount of money each month.

This July there will be four of us running in the British 10k London run and this will be the 11th year that we have had a team take part. This years team includes myself, Becky, Kingsley Fulbrook and my daughter Lucy. We hope to raise at least £500 from this run.

Last year I organised the Black horse Dash 10k run from Portbury, Bristol, which raised around about £600, though this year it was a complete disaster due to appalling weather and lack of support from local running clubs. We raised around £60 this year, so we have to consider if it will be worth the effort in the future. We will try again next year, though if it is similar to this year then we will call it a day.
I have undertaken a couple of talks for church groups about the work of the charity and the last one was a few months ago at Oldbury Methodist church, which raised £100. Becky did a talk recently, though I do not know how much that raised.

We usually receive a couple of donations each year from St Monica’s in Westbury Park, which totals about £300 per year, which is fantastic.

We have continued to do a trip to Samuil just before Christmas over the past couple of years, though due to the lack of volunteers I have undertaken those trips on my own. The generous parishioners of Christ the king normally give me donations of anything up to £300 in total in the weeks leading up to the Christmas trip. I also organised a murder mystery evening last year which raised over £200 and I have another eving planned for the 28th July this year.
We had a very difficult trip to Samuil at Easter time in 2011. The plan was for my daughter Jess and a university colleague, Seb to make a documentary film of Samuil.
Despite having sent many communications to the director at Samuil, with a number of E mails also being sent to translator’ Polina’, we arrived to find that taking photographs and filming was banned, we were told by the government, however we later found out there was no specific law and that is was more about the director of Samuil being afraid for his job if he were to allow us to go with the agreed plan. The huge worry about this is that once again we have an institution trying to keep life inside a secret from the outside world.
I was very unhappy because as usual us volunteers pay for our own flights, including Seb and Jess who were poor students, who only wanted to make the film for their university course work.

Adding insult to injury, I found when I returned to Samuil at Christmas 2011, there did not seem to be a problem with taking pictures !.

As well as taking around about £1500 of raised funds over at Christmas to spend on food, parties, restaurant meals for residents and clothes, I also took a shining star trophy which was to be awarded to the staff member who had worked hard to make a difference to the lives of the residents.
Weeks before the trip, I had sent information requesting that staff vote for three people as there would be first, second and third prizes. On arrival, as I could have predicted the voting was all a bit of a mess, with a lack of understanding, still, I was given more than 50 votes. The first prize was the trophy, which was beautiful plus £150 and second prize was £75 and third prize was £50.

I had to stand my ground on fairness and who I thought should win, particularly when I was told by Polina that I needed to give one of the awards to somebody saying that  ‘ I have not seen this person even hit a resident !’ which was a bit horrific.

During a trip out to a restaurant for pizza with around 16 residents, we were walking through the town and we realised that one of the residents had been doubly incontinent and was in a dreadful state. Earlier, I had been observing a staff member from Samuil who spent most of her time in the restaurant on her mobile phone, with little or no interaction with the residents, which I was disgusted by, however once we realised the state that this poor woman was in, this negative staff member seemed to be taking appropriate action. I was distracted for a moment as I had to go into a shop and a little later I congratulated the staff member , though I should not need to really as she was simply fulfilling her duty of care. Her response was shocking as she said ‘ I didn’t deal with it, she did,’ she added pointing at one of the other residents !!.

I have asked the director why he has so many truly awful staff employed and he tells me that he does not really have any say in who is employed at the institution. It seems that these decisions are with people like the mayor, who do nothing and who still keep sending useless and often abusive staff to Samuil..
I have huge concerns about the pecking order in Samuil amongst staff and residents.

On arrival at the ‘home’ it is distressing to see the tell tale signs of abuse on the residents as many have black eyes and cuts and grazes on their faces. Many of the more able residents punch, kick and slap those more vulnerable than themselves and these people have no defence, because staff do not intervene because they want to remain on the ‘right side’ of those aggressive residents.
Staff often forget themselves and will also slap residents in front of me without fear of recrimination.

Once again I ask the director, why is this tolerated and he usually raises his arms in frustration as if to say ‘what can I do ?’.

During the Easter holiday of 2012 , I visited Bulgaria as a volunteer with the organisation ‘ The Bulgarian abandoned children’s trust ‘. I worked in a large orphanage in a city called Pleven in the north of the country. There were the usual problems and frustrations with the politics in the place as the old director had just been dismissed. For us, it meant our movements were restricted as we did not have full access to the sections, so here again we have suspicion and secrets.
TBACT has done a wonderful job in Pleven, though it’s input there may now come to an end because of the politics.

Myself and an American volunteer Jo Rust were then sent to a small children’s home in Sofia, where we set up a volunteer programme for TBACT. I am hoping that Holding Out Hope will continue this new relationship with TBACT as I imagine we will at times find volunteers who want to work with children, rather than spend time in an adult institution.

Once I had finished my commitment to TBACT I then went to visit Samuil for a few days.
I was immediately shocked on arrival at Samuil to see again so many injuries on the residents. Many of them looked in a dreadful state of neglect. One resident ‘Charlie’ came to me crying, indicating that he had just been punched in the face and I gave him some sympathy and a hug, however when I told the staff, they just shrugged.
We planned a trip out which caused lots of excitement which was all a bit much for one resident who through himself on the ground in a temper shouting. The staff responded by slapping him around the head and nobody blinked at this inappropriate response, which seemed perfectly acceptable to everybody.

I asked the director about maybe doing the shining star award again this year, though the translator said that the director was very unsure because he could not think of any staff deserving of such an award !!.

Whilst on a trip out I noticed two residents were wearing clothes with numbers marked in bright felt tip on the outside of the sweaters. Most residents do not own their own clothes and even if they did they would have nowhere to put them as they do not have wardrobes or chests of drawers.

The pecking order became a huge problem for me again as I was so concerned about the general state and deterioration of a number of the residents.
I was upset further when my translator explained that the staff at Samuil do very little and in fact they avoid personal care for residents completely. She explained that if a resident needs cleaning or toileting or bathing, then a staff member would tell one of the able residents to deal with it, who in turn will then tell one of the residents less able than themselves to do it.

I could not believe what I was hearing and immediately decided there was no way that we would present shining star awards again.

The translator explained that a year or so ago there was a problem because a staff member had been bragging in town that she does very little and tells others to do her dirty work. This got back to those in authority who had a word with the director, who then insisted that staff fulfil their duties which she says they did for a few weeks, before returning back to old habits.

Life for residents in Samuil is appalling and it is about as bad as it can be. This is institutionalisation at it’s worst. Residents live in constant fear with no protection from staff, who they also need to be fearful of.

The building and conditions are terrible and are not fit for human habitation. It is worse than a prison, for at least in a prison inmates complete their sentences and then they are free. People in Samuil will never be free as they are all serving life sentences even though they have done nothing wrong. Their only crime is that they have learning disabilities or some mental illness. Most people are just extremely institutionalised.
Large places like Samuil need to close as it is not possible to provide any kind of life for over 100 people crammed together in these awful conditions.. Ten years ago Amnesty international described Samuil as a ‘Warehouse of neglect’ and apart from building a high wall around the grounds and a wing on the institution , which is already in a state of disrepair, the place remains much the same, hidden as best as possible from the world.

The next project for Holding out Hope is to hold a photographic exhibition of my daughter Jess’s photos taken a couple of years ago. As a photography student Jess took portrait shots out of interest and not particularly to show how awful life is for these poor individuals, however the photos are brilliant and the Redhouse art centre in Sofia is to host the exhibition in October 2012.
We do not intend to name the institution and hope that the photos will speak for themselves, showing the effects of living an institutional life and that institutional life really means ’no life’.

Becky is planning on coming with me on the next Christmas trip to Samuil, though by then we may find that we are no longer welcome there.
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