Diary Saturday 28 January 2006
Today is to be our first regional training day.  We are heading out to Isani-Samgori which is a suburb of Tblilis, about 30 minutes drive away.  Another bitterly cold day although it has stopped snowing.  As the snow melts on the road another danger is revealed, deep potholes, and this is in the capital.  The pavements are solid packed ice and most people, fearing slipping walk in the road, seemingly oblivious to the dangers of the traffic zigzagging to avoid the potholes and icy patches.  

Tbilisi is a city of differences – magnificent old buildings many of Venetian influence and regulated apartment blocks, remaining from communist times.  The district we are heading for today is one of the poorer districts and housing is confined to regimented tower blocks.

People are suffering badly because of the power cuts and sub-zero temperatures.  Power is being rationed so that parts of the city have electricity and other parts gas – few have both.  For those homes who rely on electricity for heating, conditions are probably the worst and most have no alternative source of heat.  We past several petrol stations on our journey to Isani-Samgori and there were queues of people 6 to 8 a breadth stretching all the way down the streets.  They carried cans and were queuing for diesel to heat oil filled stoves – most of these will queue for several hours in the biting cold before they reach the pumps.
Our training is to take place in the local school at which the time bank will be based.  The school by UK standards seems very dilapidated and the heating is off.  However, always resourceful, he time bank group improvised with a small oil filled heater and had hot coffee and cake waiting for us.  Today was a follow on from the main training day held at World Vision headquarters in Tbilisi.  We are going to work from the project plan they drew up and the training will be customised to grow their time bank to meet the local needs and aspirations of the community.  I brought a selection of materials – posters, leaflets and other literature – from the UK with me, most of these they are keen to use and customise for their own time bank.

There were around 10 people in the group of mixed ages including 3 young teenagers.  I have never before come across such well mannered and helpful young people.  I think respect is something that comes high on the agenda in Georgian society. The school is one that has lots of disabled children and the project leader showed me some of the handicrafts they do.  There were beautiful embroideries and macramé work.  She also showed me an instrument that was in the process of being carved and made. It looks a bit like a mandolin and is a traditional Georgian instrument.  They have an old local man, he is 85, and he comes to the school to teach the children this skill so they are learning to make this instrument.  What treasures to integrate into the time bank.

The whole group were a pleasure to work with.  Despite the cold we worked for 4 hours.  They were enthusiastic, energetic and had lots of questions for me.  They also had lots of goods ideas about who to get involved in the time bank and the many ways it could help their local community.  They wanted to know about time banks in the UK and the people who belong.  I told them about Steven Weaver and how I feel belonging to Fair Shares changed his life.  Natia, my translator and co-trainer, loved Steven’s story and wants to tell others about him.  One or two of the a group speak some English and I have given them my email address so they can stay in touch as well as details of the TBUK website which they are keen to look at.  I also suggested they join the UK egroup as I am sure UK time banks will be pleased to help them and also learn from them.  In my final overall report I will suggest they set up a Georgian egroup so the new time banks can stay in touch and help each other as there are long distances between the regions so meeting on a regular basis is not practical.  They are people who look on problems as a challenge and find solutions and I know they will succeed.  Maybe we can make exception for these Georgian time banks and let them become honorary members of TBUK?
After I was dropped at my hotel, earlier than usual around 4pm, I decided to go for a walk.  Needless to say I didn’t get far – ice skates would have been more useful than my sturdy boots.  My plan that evening was to eat out at a local restaurant which was about 10-15 mins walk away but in the end I did not have the courage to venture out on the icy pavements after dark so back to the local supermarket.  As nobody in the supermarket speaks English it is a matter of pot luck what I buy.  Not a success again, think what I bought should have been eaten hot and I had no means to heat it – more food for the bin.  I made do with half a bottle of red wine and my final chocolate bar from England – I slept well!
Joy Robinson

