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Ija Ostrowska
Director, Citizens Advice Bureau
P
reparations for the opening  of The Citizens Advice  Bureau took quite a  long time.  There was much to do and  many obstacles to overcome.  Our work was also accompanied  by uncertainty - will we be able to do this the way we  had  envisioned?  But when the first crowd of clients came through our door on July  1,  1996, and have continued to come since then, we  knew our efforts were well worth  it!!
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How did we begin?
The mid-1990s were an era of rapid social changes related to the process of socio-economic transformation.  The  number of people seeking help increased dramatically.  Many social initiatives emerged  in  response to those  needs.  One  of them was the program of citizens'  advice, based on the  British  model.
The Social  Information  Center CIS Association opened  Poland's first Citizens Advice Bureau on July  1,   1996, thanks to the  cooperation  and joint work of a  consortium  of non-governmental organizations (Samaritanus Foundation, Regardless of the Weather Foundation, SOS Social Assistance Foundation,  Foundation  in  Support of Local Democracy,  Foundation  of Socio-Economic Initiatives, Support Office for the  Movement of Self-Help Initiatives BORIS) together with the Voivodship Center for Social  Assistance and the Executive Office of the  City of Warsaw.
The mutual activities of many partners contributed to the creation  of this  model  program, whose experiences  have  benefited  and  continue to benefit others interested in establishing similar services in other parts of Poland.

"When my thoughts return to the beginnings of the Citizens Advice Bureau, I recall Mr. Jan Zaborowski and Mr. Stefan Mniszko. They were the ones who told me about the bureaux in England. I was intrigued by the idea, especially in the context of a certain type of confrontation between citizens who are aware of their rights, and those working in public administration. Remember, this was the beginning of the 1990s..."
Halina Lipke
Director of the Department of Social Policy of the Mazowsze Provincial Governor's Office from 1990-2007
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"Creating the Warsaw Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) was a very challenging and important partnership initiative of the public and non-governmental sectors. Before the CAB opened, city officials expected that this will only be a professional advice project for residents of the capital city to help them resolve difficult issues. After a year of operating, it turned out that advising wasn't all they did. The conclusions presented by CAB in their reports to the city became important arguments for financing projects proposed by other institutions addressing the needs of Warsaw residents. In this way, the Warsaw CAB became an important "research center" for city government in providing effective solutions in the area of social policy."
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"The history of the Warsaw CAB - its establishment and later events, its ability to slowly but methodically build its position as a trustworthy, reliable institution, serving individual residents of Warsaw, as well as the entire society of the city -is a successful history. This is not, however, an example of a spectacular success, crowned by dazzling fireworks, only to quickly fade away without a trace. BPO's success is unspectacular: many thousands of issues facing ordinary people, who, armed with the knowledge of how to resolve their problems, are able to fully and consciously experience their citizenry. BPO's success is small: what meaning does the work of a few advisors in a small office have in a city of 1.5 million residents? BPO's success Is boring: it is not the result of heroic battles, but instead of mutual cooperation - the work of people from the third sector, public administration and local government, who recognized that citizens' advice makes sense and that the public good is reason enough to substantiate the provision of funds for its operation. And so, BPO's success isn't going to make headline news. But it is just in this way, through systematic and daily work, that the fabric of civil society is created in a nation. And this is indeed good reason for satisfaction on the part of those who contributed to this success. A quiet, civic satisfaction."
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Calendar of events
1996
•The Warsaw Center District provides an office adapted to the standards required for advising citizens.
•The Citizens Advice Bureau team  is established.
•Citizens of Warsaw begin receiving advice services.
•British specialists train the CAB team. 1997
•Skills and  abilities  in  providing  advice services are improved with the support of British and American  consultants - volunteers.
1998
•A national organization is established - the Union  of Citizens Advice  Bureaux.  One  of the initiators and founders  of the  Union  is the Warsaw CAB.
•Three Warsaw CAB advisors  are qualified  as trainers and join  in the work of developing a network of Citizens Advice  Bureaux in  Poland.
•The Warsaw CAB  is one  of four finalists of an award  for  "providing  advice services to  ordinary citizens,"  recognized as a contribution to building democracy and civil society by representatives of European  Community countries and the  United States.



1999
•Work begins on  developing  standards for providing  citizens'  advice.
•The client data base is registered with the Inspector General for the  Protection  of Personal Data  (GIODO).
•The  program  for victims  and  perpetrators of crimes and their families begins.
•A mobile information-advice site is developed and implemented for the Roma community of the  Nowy Sqcz region  and  its environs.
•The activities of the Warsaw CAB are positively assessed  in an evaluation conducted  by a British expert from the Sherborne Citizens Advice  Bureau.
2000
•The concept of reaching  people from marginalized communities by establishing local advice sites is developed.
•The  Mazowsze Social  Observer  is  developed, an index for assessing the social situation of society in the communities and  counties of the Mazowsze  province.
2001-2002
•The first local citizens' advice site is established in the  Bielany district of Warsaw.
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•Skills are  improved  in  reaching various groups who have no access to advice services. A two-year program  in  cooperation with  a  British  partner, Rutland  Citizens Advice  Bureau, establishes  "Mobile Citizens Advice"  sites  in the  North  Prague district of Warsaw, Siedlce  County and the Służewiec  prison (Warsaw).
2003
•A telephone  hotline  is initiated, free of charge for residents of the  Mazowsze  province.
•Informational  materials are  prepared  about citizens' rights in the  European  Union, Warsaw CAB's contribution to activities  promoting  European integration.
•An  advice site opens for the  residents of Western Warsaw County.
•The  Ministry of Justice presents the Warsaw CAB with an award for its services to persons victimized by crime.
•Decorations are awarded  by the  Polish  government to the CAB team for its work in  prisons.
2004
•Quality control and oversight systems are developed and  implemented for the network of CABs  in  Poland.
•A  program  is  initiated  for disabled  persons.
•The Warsaw CAB achieves the status of a  public benefit organization.
•At the end of the year, the City of Warsaw signs a  multi-year contract with the CIS Association for   the  provision  of citizens'  advice services to Warsaw residents, stabilizing the Association's financial situation and enabling  it to seek additional  resources for its activities.
www.warszawa.bpo.engo.pl

2005
•More advice sites are opened  in the Wola  district of Warsaw,  Minsk Mazowiecki  and  in the prisons of Grochów (Warsaw) and  Grodzisk Mazowiecki. •A Regional Center for the  Development of Advice Services  in the  Mazowsze  Province  is launched at the Warsaw CAB office.  Its aim is to support local initiatives to establish citizens' advice services in the  province.
•The first information campaign  begins on the  issue of preventing the inheritance of debt. •Warsaw CAB  participates in the multi-year MISARN Partnership  Project on  behalf of young,  physically- disabled  persons.              •The initiative and support of Warsaw CAB enables the city of Radom to  
     establish a  Citizens'  Advice Bureau
2007
•A citizens'  advice site  begins operating  in        
another Warsaw district - Mokotow.
•Workshops are  provided to young  disabled
persons and others in  civic skills. The Practical  Citizen's Directory - an  internet information system - is created.
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We began with three people.  Now there are nine  of us and a  group of volunteers.
In the beginning, advice services were provided only in  our headquarters.
Now, we also have nine local sites:
in  the Warsaw districts of
Bielany
North Prague
Wola
Mokotów
in  the  Mazowsze  province cities of
Ożarów Mazowiecki
Minsk Mazowiecki
What is happening now?
in  the  prisons  of
Służewiec
Grochów
Grodzisk Mazowiecki
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44,731 people have taken advantage of our help
We  help with  the following  types of issues:
Our clients' successes are our successes -here are examples of successfully resolved problems:
Obtaining a family allowance: AW has a disabled daughter who receives a disability allowance. After AW's husband died, her daughter was eligible to apply for a family allowance  because  of her father's  death.
Advice services are free of charge, impartial, confidential and  provided  by trained advisors.

The Social  Insurance  Institution  informed  AW that if her daughter applies for a family allowance, she will not longer have the right to receive a disability allowance.  Upset by this information, AW came to  CAB for help.  The  advisor checked  the regulations  (Art.  9  of the  Law on social allowances) and explained that it is possible to collect two allowances. AW was then helped with formulating  an  appropriate  request to the Social Insurance  Institution.  Several  days  later, AW informed CAB that her daughter was granted the right to the family allowance and will  now be able to collect two allowances.
Receiving financial aid for apartment renovations: MB  is an  80 year old  person,  alone,  ill  (he  has asthma and survived three heart attacks), and living  on  a  small  pension.  As a  result of a sewer pipe  leak and  an  improper repair  made  by the building's management authority, mold  began to appear on his walls.  MB sought help from the management authority and the Public Health Department to  no  avail.   In the  meantime, six months passed and  MB's asthma became worse. Thanks to the help of an advisor, who wrote a petition to the city authorities, among  other things, an  inspection  was  made  of MB's apartment by the City's construction oversight department. As a result, MB received a damages award from the management authority to pay for the needed renovations.
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(quotes from the Opinions and Comments Log of the Citizens Advice Bureau)
"/ am very grateful to the staff of the Citizens Advise Bureau for their help. I had a fairly complicated and difficult situation. I was threatened with eviction from my home, and the building cooperative made it difficult for me to become a member. Thanks to your help, I learned about my rights and won my case in court. Once more, thank you very much and I will be sure to recommend you to my friends. Respectfully yours!!! " T.K.
Securing  a  parking  space for a  disabled  person: RJ is a  moderately disabled adult who must use crutches.   He tried to  get a  parking space for his car close to his building's entrance by applying for a handicapped parking space to the City Real  Estate  Management  Board.  When  they refused his application, he wrote to the Infrastructure Department, who sent his request back to the Management Board for reconsideration.
What our Clients think of:

The Management Board denied the request again.  Then  RJ  came to  a  CAB advisor.  The advisor reviewed  RJ's previous application, which seemed unclear and difficult to understand. A new application  was  prepared  and  submitted  to the Management Board, but it too was denied. An official complaint was written to the Mayor. After two weeks, RJ informed the advisor that permission  had  been  granted for his car to  be parked near his home, and a special space had been marked for this purpose.
'/ would like to express my great thanks for the advice I received. I was able to take advantage of your advice to a great degree, and the conclusion of my problem was successful. I referred your services to my close friends, and they are all very pleased. Thanks to your help, my daughter was able to recover her family allowance after the death of my husband. I will always remember to seek your help when I have problems. Thank you very much once again for the advice I received from you! Sincerely," C.I.



Advice services are free of charge, impartial, confidential and  provided  by trained advisors, 
                                                  www.warszawa.bpo.engo.pl
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"Thank you, thank you and once again, thank you. What more can I say? You are wonderful. You helped me with very difficult financial and social situations in my life. Without your help, I would never have been able to cope and my life would be very different today - much worse. I support such institutions, especially this one, where a person can get all types of clear and specific assistance in such a nice way." M.Z.

"The Citizens Advice Bureau is a true friend. I have used your services for two years. We were able to resolve a problem as serious as the eviction of a three-person family. I am full of admiration for the women working in your office, and its overall positive atmosphere... thank you very, very much for your help, and wherever possible, I will sing praises of your office." B.R.
Advice services are free  of charge,  impartial,  confidential and provided by trained  advisors.
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Our supporters - a list of sponsors and donors:
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•City of Warsaw
•Department of Social  Policy of the  Mazowsze Provincial  Governor's Office
and
•British  Know  How  Fund  for  Poland
•Stefan Batory Foundation
•Phare  Fund
•Foundation for Poland
•KLON/JAWOR  Foundation
•SOS Social Assistance  Foundation
•Samaritanus  Foundation
•The  Institute  of Public Affairs  Foundation
•Civic  Initiatives  Fund  of the  Ministry of  Labour and Social  Policy
•European Commission •Ministry of Justice
•National  Fund  for the  Rehabilitation  of Handicapped  Persons
•Polish-American  Freedom  Foundation
•County Center for Family Assistance of Western Warsaw County
•Hotel  and Tourism  Services  Enterprise
•Office of the Committee for European Integration
•ESF -  EQUAL


· UNDP Umbrella Project
· USIS American Embassy
· Bielany  District Government Office
•Warsaw-Center District Government Office
· Maria  Nagorski
· Len  Klein
•all those who donated  1% of their income tax to us
Thank you to our sponsors and  donors!
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Citizens'  advice means helping  people who are facing difficult situations in their lives because they either did  not  know their rights  or their rights were  not respected.  By providing advice and  information, as well as influencing decision-makers, the advisors of the Citizens Advice  Bureau  help  people  resolve family,  housing, financial  and  many other types  of problems.
Our 10-year experience in providing advice services shows that the people who come to us for help are better able to cope with many of the difficulties they face: family, housing, the  lack of money,  problems  in  accessing  benefits, and  debt.
The national  network of Citizens Advice Bureaux is a  member of the international organization  Citizens Advice  International.
The Commissioner for Civil  Rights Protection is our patron and supports our activities.
Citizens Advice Bureau
Social Information
Center CIS Association
ul. Gałczyńskiego 3
00-362 Warszawa
tel./fax (48 22) 828 12 95
e-mail: bpo@free.ngo.pl
www.warszawa.bpo.engo.pl
























Tomasz Kaźmierczak, President, Social Information Center CIS Assocation








Mirosław Starzyński - City Hall, Warsaw
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