Diary – Thursday 26 January 2006
Today is the third day into my visit.  The snow is thick on the ground and still falling and the temperature is -5.  My landlady supplied me with a 2nd duvet and an electric fire to give me some extra warmth in my room so was warm and cosy and slept well.  I am getting used to power cuts.  We were plunged into darkness during breakfast as the electricity supply was cut but I was supplied with a very elaborate candelabra and breakfasted by candle light.  When I eventually reached the World Vision headquarters I realise I got off fairly lightly as many of the staff had no power at all for 24 hours – no heating and no light   Everyone tells me this weather is very unusual.  They have not had continuous days of heavy snow for almost 20 years combined with below freezing.  On Sunday their main gas supply was badly damaged. The Georgian government arranged to get emergency supplies from Armenia but today this pipeline was also damaged. Many Georgian people see these acts of sabotage being deliberately timed to coincide with the bad weather which was forecast so as to immobilise the Georgians and cause the most disruption and distress. However, I have come to realise that the Georgians are very resourceful people and always look for solutions.  
Today is the first main training day.  This will be held at the headquarters of World Vision and attendees were coming from all areas of Georgia.  We were due to start at 10.00am and my driver was picking me up at 9.00am.  Being an ‘on time’ person panic was starting to set in when 9.30am past and there was no sign of him.  Eventually, he came at 9.45am and we then had a pretty scary drive to the headquarters.  I don’t think gritting roads is something that happens here.  The snow was thick and iced over in many places.  Fortunately, there were no traffic jams as most people were not risking driving on these treacherous roads.  However, Nik, my driver is extremely competent and calm and got me there without hitch though we saw many cars sliding and slithering on the ice.  
We arrived at the headquarters to find the power was down – no heating and light and in temperatures of  -5 it felt pretty cold.  I was heartened to see that all the people from the regions had arrived – they were not put off by the weather and most had travelled up the evening before by train.  Two men from Batumi who had the greatest distance to come told me that they had driven but just outside of Tbilisi their car had got stuck in snow so they took a taxi.  Unfortunately, the same thing happened to the taxi so they ended up pushing it – that is enthusiasm for you! 

We started the training day with no heating so all kept our scarves and coats on but then the power came back on and we gradually thawed out.

This was my first experience of training with an interpreter and also with a new training programme that I hadn’t tried out before.  I need not have had any worries.  Nadia, my interpreter, was very competent and easy to work with.  The attendees knew little about time banking so I had written the programme as a series of building blocks which, all going well, would culminate in them writing a project plan.  

Despite the cold start, the language barriers and their minimal knowledge of time banking I don’t think I have ever worked with a group who showed such enthusiasm, energy, intelligence and creativity.  World Vision had used the TBUK video ‘It takes a village to raise a child’ – dubbed in Georgian – I would love Colin McGowan to see himself speaking Georgian!  Once again, this proved to be an invaluable resource – giving people a much more tangible idea of the diversity of time banks, their participants and the variety of skills on offer.  
Lunch was disrupted by the weather.  Pizzas were ordered but apparently because of the low temperatures the pizza dough wouldn’t rise.  Resourceful as ever an alternative was supplied.  This was khachapuri, a traditional Georgian snack that can be bought everywhere, even roadside stands, bit like the hot dog vans you see in our streets - the difference being this is delicious!  It is very much like naan bread filled with cheese and/or beans and is served hot so the cheese is deliciously melted.  Probably very fattening but great for keeping out the cold.
The morning session was organised as series of building blocks to ensure the group had the background knowledge of time banking needed, as well as the components like knowledge of the meaning of community and the skills that could be used.  I did one session to define community.  I have run this sessions as workshops in the UK and it is divided into 2 parts ‘What is Community?’ and ‘What makes it flourish?’.  From past experience the first part never poses any problems but people often flounder when it comes to the 2nd part ‘What makes it flourish?’  Not so the Georgians – they came up with the most comprehensive and thought provoking list I have ever come across.  Georgians clearly know what makes community work and this is because community and community values are already strong.  Very often in the UK time banks are started to develop a sense of community which has been lost but this is not the case here.  In Georgia community and family support is strong what they lack are regular employment and the resources (often monetary) to provide a more comfortable lifestyle.  The time banks here will build on that sense of community and extend it to organisations and institutions within the neighbourhoods.  It will also be used as tool to break down the barriers of class that exist here and enable people to interact across class by utilising and rewarding the many skills within their communities and valuing those of different social groups.
The afternoon session was one of planning a time bank which culminated in the four regional groups working on their own initial time bank plans.  The training had obviously worked they each came up with excellent individual and innovative plans focusing on the needs and resources of their own regions.  Friday is a day for me to work with the World Vision team on strategic planning and these regional plans will play a major part in this exercise.  And so the day ended with lots of happy photographs and enthused attendees and trainers alike.  We will meet up again over the next week when I will be travelling to each of the regions to work with the teams to draw up action plans and help to get them on the time banking road.
Joy Robinson

