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The Great Lakes Consortium Professional Fellows programs operate in Bulgaria since 2012, when we sent the first
delegation of professionals from Bulgaria to the U.S. From 2012 to 2018 an overall of 52 Bulgarians have gone
through the program, while we also had the chance to host even more U.S. mentors in a number of outbound visits. In
2019 five more professionals from Bulgaria successfully implemented the program and this publication tracks their
follow-up projects and achievements two years later.
Our five 2019 fellows, along with all the other alumni, had the difficult task to work for social change in a challenging
global situation. The COVID-19 pandemic put many barriers to social movements and programs, while it also created
new or amplified existing inequalities in access and opportunities for nearly every community. This was also the case
in Bulgaria, where COVID-19 not only brought uncertainty and inequality, but further polarized political divides and
enhanced demonization of minorities, particularly Roma. At the same time, social issues were deprioritized from the
political agenda, pushed by health and economic emergencies.
Nevertheless, our alumni and the communities they work with, showed resilience and creativity. Many used the
uncertain situation to push for social issues and equality measures in a time where established ways of doing things
were being rethought. The pandemic reconfirmed the need for stakeholders and communities to work together, build
networks and coalitions and amplify the voice of the silenced. Within the Bulgarian alumni network this was
particularly visible with the Equality League – a diverse coalition of disadvantaged communities and allies which was
particularly active in 2020. Coalition and network building are well-illustrated in the success stories of our 2019
fellows, presented in this chapter.
While 2020 saw massive political protests in Bulgaria against what citizens saw as a corrupt and ineffective
government, the first half of 2021 was marked by two round of elections (with a third one on the horizon for the
second half). Many activists, including our alumni, used these turbulent political situation to advocate and make
demands for their communities. This includes the Roma community which saw big political mobilizations under the
leadership or Roma Standing Conference (engaging a couple of Bulgarian alumni) and the LGBTI community which
continues demanding political support. Nevertheless, the biggest political success within our alumni group came from
the Deaf community, which managed to have the Bulgarian Sign Language Act ratified by the Parliament in the early
2020, along with other legislation that would increase the access of Deaf people. Advocacy initiatives also took place
on local level, with mixed results, as illustrated in the stories of Mircho Hristov and Vihren Mitev.
It needs to be remembered however that every advocacy initiative, mobilization and social movement feeds energy
from created and maintained communities and relationships of care, understanding and support. This very human
touch of social initiatives remains a cornerstone of the work of our alumni and especially in the stories presented
below. Identifying and amplifying meeting points between people, needs and interests is what kept us together until
now and is what will drive us further on the long road to social justice.

COALITION BUILDING: PUSHING FOR

A YOUTH-FRIENDLY CITY
Thi s i ni ti ati ve bri ngs di verse
communi ti es of NGO acti vi sts,
archi tects, l ocal youth, cul tural
i nsti tuti ons and i ndependent
arti sts that create youth- f ri endl y
events and spaces and advocate
f or sustai nabl e measures f or a ci ty
that caters to the needs of i ts
youth.

MIRCHO HRISTOV

Stara Zagora is the 5th biggest city in Bulgaria. Like the rest of the country,
maybe except for the capital Sofia, its population is declining and significant
number of young people are leaving the city as soon as they graduate high
school or university.
After my experience in the US and the meeting I had in Bulgaria with my
mentor, I focused my community organizing skills in developing a local coalition
that would unite efforts to provide opportunities and take actions which would
encourage more young people between 18 and 35 years to come (or stay) and
live in Stara Zagora.
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We formed a team consisting of community activists, sociologists, youth
workers, artists, representatives of cultural organizations and employers that
brainstormed and analyzed the current situation and demographic trends.
Based on that, we drafted different policy proposals and measures to local,
regional and national authorities that would encourage people to prefer Stara
Zagora as a place for living. What is more, we decided to create a non-formal
coalition, a think-tank that works to attract more creative industries as well as
present the city as a vibrant, safe and youth-friendly city with great potential
for further development. It consists of NGO activists, architects, local youth,
cultural institutions and independent artists, as well as couple of local city
councilors that take part in it not as authority representatives but as people
who appreciate the idea and would like to help making it happen.
The COVID situation delayed our plans but in September 2020 we managed to
unite the efforts of local youth, people from the creative industries and
architects from all over the country and organized a 4-day event where we
showcased different opportunities that can be used to make the city more
attractive. There we highlighted the old city architecture, the opportunities for
tourism and the chance to create an art district which can attract more people
with artistic and creative profile to the city. We have also organized different
cultural events during this period such as street art performances, outdoor
cinema projections, special architecture tours and music performances.
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As a result of this initiative we convinced the local authorities to create a new
outdoor space for contemporary art and included the idea for an art district in its
2021-2027 Strategy for City Development. Our coalition is happy with this result
but we are aware that we need to be present and keep advocating in this regard, so
that more events are coming and that the municipality would not leave our ideas
“on paper” but turn them into real actions.
Currently we are working on new summer art events, as well as promoting trends
that focus on eco-friendly lifestyle, carbon-free communities and sustainable urban
development. Our new focus is to help the inclusion of foreign students, who study
in the local university, into the local community life. We have identified some
student leaders that we communicate with and we are planning common initiatives.
Regardless of the current successes and challenges, we see the very fact of building
a diverse coalition around this issue as a success on its own merits. This is also one
of the strongest added value elements of my participation in the GLC Professional
Fellows program, where I had the chance to see first-hand how my host
organization ISAIAH sustains a diverse coalition of various faith communities that
work on common issue. Our coalition building efforts were further supported by the
visit of my mentor in Bulgaria, who supported me in mapping of different
stakeholders and identifying their self-interest to get and stay engaged.

7
PEOPLE INVOLVED IN
THE PROJECT

150

Another success story that came from collaboration of the cultural and social sector
in Stara Zagora on one hand, and my USA experience on the other, was the
development of the concept for the first sensory-friendly Bulgarian opera
performance, designed for children and youth with developmental and behavioral
challenges. The idea was developed in collaboration with another alumni PFP fellow
– Mirela Juka from Albania, who works for Down Syndrome Foundation – Albania and
Stara Zagora State Opera. The idea reached the finals of FEDORA prize – the most
prestigious contemporary opera and ballet awards in Europe and finished on second
place. Unfortunately, this position did not help us receive the grant for
implementation of our idea, but we managed to fundraise some 8 000 euro and raised
national and international attention to the topic of social inclusion for children and
youth with special needs through culture.

PEOPLE IMPACTED BY
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CULTURE AS A TOOL: MEETING POINTS

BETWEEN DEAF AND HEARING
Deaf Chef i s an i nnovati ve proj ect,
whi ch creates opportuni ti es f or
genui ne meeti ngs between the
Deaf and the heari ng through a
seri es of f aci l i tated group cooki ng
sessi ons and pot- l uck styl e events.

VESY DEYANOVA
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CURIOSITY CONNECTS US,

WASHINGTON, D.C.

US MENTOR
PHILIPPA HUGHES

Deaf Chef was conceptualized after the successful implementation of another
US State Department supported project – Meal to Share. As part of the project,
Meeting Points organized a series of events which aimed to bring people of
different backgrounds together through food. While most of the dinners
focused on foreigners and locals, one of the dinners attempted to bring Deaf
and hearing people together to cook. The event was a success as it was not only
enjoyed by everyone who attended, but most importantly – it laid the
foundations of a fruitful partnership between Meeting Points, Listen Up! and
ACDYO (Active Deaf Youth Organisation). Established and led by PFP alumni,
the two organizations are seen as leading in the fight for equal rights for the
Deaf in Bulgaria.
Currently, there are limited options for meetings between Deaf and hearing
people, where they can communicate exchange ideas and experiences. In
addition, there are only a handful of opportunities for Deaf people to be in the
lead in events and other formats, which allow them to share their knowledge
and skills, or the challenges they face. Deaf people in Bulgaria often remain
socially isolated as they mainly stay within their social bubble. The reasons for
this are many, including the long-term negative and discriminatory attitude
towards the group. It is not rare that Deaf children and adults are (and in many
places still continue to be) deprived of access to services, quality education and
basic rights.
Inspired by the success of the experimental Meal to Share event, the three
organizations came together to create other opportunities for Deaf and hearing
people to come together and interact with one another. And so, a few months
later Deaf Chef came about.
The project had two aims – on one hand to connect Deaf and hearing people
through interactive Deaf-led cooking events and potluck style dinners, and on
the other - to open a dialogue with industry representatives around the topic of
inclusion of Deaf people in their workforce.
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The project consisted of four Deaf community-led cooking sessions, led entirely in
sign language, 2 community pot-luck style gatherings and 1 final event, which aimed
to showcase the project outcomes and lessons learned.
The four cooking sessions were attended by over 80 people in total, half of which
were Deaf and the other half – hearing. The picnics were attended by
approximately 90 people of mixed background. It is important to note that a couple
of these events were held during Equality League’s Equality Festival. The Equality
League is a coalition of organizations and activists from the Deaf, LGBTI and Roma
communities, and allies, which was born out of the relationships across the
Bulgarian GLC Professional Fellows alumni group.
In terms of impact, our project evaluations show that over 90% of the attendees
were willing to keep in contact with their newly found deaf acquaintances. During
several informal conversations, we also discovered that participants have learned a
lot about Deaf people and their lives and have broken personal stereotypes of Deaf
people and the community as a whole. Unfortunately, while we did our best to
attract restauranteurs to attend the events, there was little interest from the
industry. One explanation for this could be that the project was held between
several COVID-related lockdowns that forced many businesses to shut their doors.
Perhaps another attempt in this direction could be made during less turbulent
times.
The Deaf Chef initiative was supported financially by Sofia Municipality, the GLC
Professional Fellows Program and other stakeholders. The initiative, along with its
predecessor Meal to Share, were also shaped by my experience in the U.S., in
particular around using to build relationships around social issues. Even if my
mentor Philippa Hughes could not visit Bulgaria due to the COVID-19 restrictions,
she did support and inspire us virtually, adding to the learning I’ve managed to
harvest while working with her in the U.S.
At present, the three organizations continue to collaborate on other projects, the
most prominent of which is Unsilenced. The project aims to continue the advocacy
work of the organizations through creative means.

BULGARIA
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HOBBY TO A CAUSE: FUNDRAISING FOR

CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL NEEDS
Thi s i ni ti ati ve i ncl udes communi ty
bui l di ng and f undrai si ng ef f orts to
support equi ne- assi sted ( horse)
therapy f or chi l dren and adul ts
wi th speci al needs.

Since the pandemic, I have decided to resume the sport I have been
practicing since I was a child – horseback riding. There are a lot of benefits:
mental health benefits, reduces stress, physical health benefits.

TSVETELINA
PETROVA

Because of the ride I found an organization for children with special needs
called Together We Can. Gradually, I became a volunteer in this
organization and I started working with them on daily bases. Our mission is
to improve the quality of life and well-being of children and adults with
special needs and of their families. The main activity of the foundation is
focused on equine-assisted therapy and activities for special needs children
with different physical, psychological, sensory, behavioral, etc. disabilities.

DELEGATION
FALL 2019

CURRENT ORGANIZATION
TOGETHER WE CAN

FOUNDATION

HOSTING U.S. ORGANIZATION
US TOGETHER, COLUMBUS (OH)

US MENTOR
NADIA KASVIN

The equine-assisted therapy has no established traditions in Bulgaria unlike
other countries, the Czech Republic, for example, where is has been applied
for more than 30 years and is prescribed by medical doctors. The therapy in
itself is a very effective form of rehabilitation. It brings positive changes
and qualitatively new models at many levels –physical, psychological,
cognitive, improves socialization, communication, confidence and
independence of the special needs children in everyday situations. The
therapeutic effect is due to the movement of the horse’s back while the
horse walks and to the emotional connection with the animal. The
movement affects muscles, joints, and tendons and builds up balance and
body symmetry, regulates breathing and swallowing, which have a direct
connection with speech, etc.
At Together We Can Foundation we work in partnership with Ahil
Horseback Riding Center, which is located in the beautiful Vitosha
Mountain, near Sofia. We have already worked with more than 40 children
with special needs.
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While I got engaged in this organization by accident, I gradually found
multiple ways to incorporate the knowledge and experience I have gained
through my participation in the GLC Professional Fellows Program and
particularly in my work with my host organization US Together. One
horizontal aspect of learning was introducing efforts of building relationships
and communities of support around the organizations, particularly with
parents of children with special needs. Based on that, we have also introduced
a strong fundraising element to sustain the services of the organization.
Tapping on my experience in the U.S., we’ve introduced more frequent
fundraising efforts through charity campaigns and donations from companies
and individuals. We dedicated the month of June 2021 to the children and
held two charity events in order to raise funds. Many people came and we
managed to collect over 3000 BGN (around 2000 USD).

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN
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While I got engaged with Together We Can after my engagement with the GLC
Professional Fellows Program, I can see now how the program has informed
my interest and decisions within the organization. This is not only based on
my trip to the U.S., but also thanks to the visit of my mentor Nadia Kasvin to
Bulgaria in the beginning of 2020. The way she was approaching the contacts
and situations while we worked together in Bulgaria has definitely helped me
see possibilities where I previously had not seen. This way of approaching the
context, along with concrete tools around community building and
fundraising, are the cornerstone for our current achievements and the plans
we lay ahead.
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BUILDING A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

AROUND ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES
Thi s i ni ti ati ve i ncl udes ef f orts to
bui l d coal i ti ons and communi ty of
practi ce around envi ornmental
i ssues i n Bul gari a through
i nterest- based events, i ndi vi dual
meeti ngs and advocacy ef f orts.

VIHREN MITEV
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With the visit of my mentor Rebecca Meuninck (Deputy Director of the Ecology
Center) we wanted to push forward two project ideas – implementation of few
reverse vending machines on the territory of Sofia municipality and adaptation of
the educational materials which the Ecology Center is using in Ann Arbor schools.
Both ideas were born during my month-long fellowship at the Ecology Center in
the Fall of 2019.
The first idea would help people to change their mindset and understand the
benefits of recycling. It was designed to fully benefit Sofia Municipality by using
its territory and cultural institutions while it would also show that the city of
Sofia is innovative and bring tourists and investors to the city. Such machines can
be found in very few cities in Bulgaria and would be the first ones in Sofia.
Unfortunately, we received a letter stating unwillingness of the municipality to
start such discussion. We managed to push further and meet other institutions and
companies which gave us the chance to understand better what future in our city
such project could have.
The second idea would be beneficial as training materials for education of young
people in the field of protecting the environment, recycling and climate change.
Ecology Center generously shared those materials with Ecological Manifesto –
ManEco where we started to write a project proposal for which to search funding.
Ecology Center has more than twelve years of experience in educating young
people in schools which is transfered into the materials they use when educating
youth. Teaching environmental topics in schools in this perspective is unknown in
Bulgaria yet. We managed to locate few possible partners and funding options but
at that time COVID-19 hit for the first time and this idea stayed unfinished due to
ongoing uncertainties.
Even though none of the two ideas was fully implemented both of them gained
support and popularization, due to the community of practice we have achieved in
building during the visit of Rebecca in Bulgaria.
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During her stay we organized few community meetings and several individual
meetings through which 77 people were directly reached and few others indirectly by
being present to public events such as two movie screenings. We managed to create A
Week of Action where we invited people from environmental NGOs and others
interested in environmental issues to the community meetings with Rebecca. Through
daily meetings we managed to form a community of NGO representatives who
exchanged knowledge and experience with Rebecca and also among themselves. This
led to strengthening their motivation to work in the field and inspired them to start
new practices and actions.

4
PEOPLE INVOLVED IN
THE PROJECT

In addition, Rebecca gave an interview for the prominent online media Dnevnik in
which she shared expertise later used in a lawsuit led by environmental organizations
in Bulgaria as new arguments. I myself gave an interview for the Bulgarian National
Radio where I managed to present the event program for the week of Rebecca’s visit.
Soon after, I started new job at Caritas Sofia where I was appointed for Project
Coordinator of Young Caritas – a youth volunteering movement that had to be
created and developed – and Coordinator of Activities for the whole organization.
This gave me great opportunities to implement what I had learned during the GLC
Professional Fellowship Program in practice. This new position also allowed me to
further expand the network of like-minded people who are interested to work and
volunteer for positive social change. An example is that with the volunteers we
started new eco and sport activity for Bulgaria – plogging – and also made links
between volunteering actions and environmental topics by creation of eatable garden
with vegetables next to the Young Caritas center, joining litter picking events and
donating the collected plastics for books which were also donated to people in need,
as well as city gardening, building of a compost and adopting bee hive (in progress).
Now I successfully combine the work for Caritas Sofia with renewing the work of
ManEco Foundation which in 2021 was partner to 5 youth exchanges and sent 23
young Bulgarians abroad. My work now is inspired by the community of practice that
we created with the help of my mentor and the practical ecological ideas and
solutions we generated together.
Thinking back, my understanding is that the work of every different organization is
very important, especially in the times of climate change, the European Green Deal
and the Sustainable Development Goals. This is why it is crucial for organizations to
be able to grow and implement their ideas. Passing time helps organizations to
become mature, experienced and more professional, as well as link and learn one from
another. "
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TRAINING LEADERS: SPREADING THE

SEED OF COMMUNITY ORGANIZING
Thi s i s a concentrated ef f ort to
i ncl ude concepts and know- how
f rom communi ty organi zi ng i n
trai ni ng and l earni ng possi bi l i ti es,
parti cul arl y among l eaders and
acti vi sts worki ng wi th mi nori ty
communi ti es i n Bul gari a and
abroad.

DZHAFER SAATCHA

My initial project idea was to address the needs of the young unprivileged
people, putting a focus on the Muslim and Roma communities in Sofia. However,
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this had to be changed, and I redirected my
community organizing knowledge and skills developed during my collaboration
with Detroit Action to training activities and different courses.
The context of the proposed project was related to the difficulties that Muslim
and Roma youth face. In fact, they are similar, and the people who are
challenging them are the same – the far-right politics and their supporters, the
football hooligans, less educated people that are easy to be manipulated, the
mainstream media etc. My work in different organizations is also related to
promoting human rights, fighting prejudices and stigmatization of Roma and
Muslim communities.
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HOSTING U.S. ORGANIZATION
DETROIT ACTION (MI)

US MENTOR
JOANNA VELAZQUEZ

The activities were planned to happen between December 2019 and May 2020.
The first meetings took place in mid-December and January. In February, there
was a meeting with Joanna, my mentor from Detroit Action, in which she also
managed to present her work and the most significant achievements of Detroit
Action. That was a fantastic opportunity to let the youngsters know about the
American community organizing teams' challenges and combating in their
everyday work. After this meeting, the youngsters were even more motivated
and eager to start some small initiatives.
However, the end of February and March 2020 was marked by the first COVID19 cases in Bulgaria. The schools were closed, and the education was moved
online for most of the students. This is how I lost access to the young people I
was working with, even though we had some attempts to sustain connections
online and have regular calls. These attempts failed. The youngsters were
overwhelmed by staying in front of their computers and devices for hours. They
also lost interest in finding alternative ways to connect with others and listen
to the difficulties they face. Then, the announcement of the complete lockdown has put an end to my project and idea.

The topic of community organising, however, stayed important for me, and I
decided that I will incorporate that in my training initiatives. The first activity that
I had spoken about community organising was the online training of Amnesty
International Bulgaria about active citizenship. It was followed by the first physical
training activity I had after the pandemic. This was the training for the Refugee
Advisory Board (RAB) that the UNHCR established in Bulgaria. It took place
between May 2020 and July 2020 in Sofia, Bulgaria. The training aimed to equip the
RAB representatives with the necessary knowledge and skills so that way they can
work for the refugee community in Bulgaria. The initial programe did not contain
anything related to community organizing. However, when I explained my
experience and the achievements of Detroit Action, the project coordinators
decided to add it to the programe. The evaluation of the training has shown that the
topic of community organizing and the tools presented during the training were
some of the most appreciated sessions.
In the meantime, I applied to be a trainer for the 38th Session of the Youth
Delegates' in The Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of
Europe (CoE). While filling my application, I used the concept of community
organising as an efficient tool for local and regional decision-making. After a long
selection process, I was selected to be one of the trainers and asked to implement
my idea for community organizing as a part of the educational programe for the
youth delegates. The activities will start in January 2022 and will gather 39 young
European leaders from every CoE member-states.
The last activity I am working on is the Study session of FEMYSO (Forum Of
European Muslim Youth And Student Organisations) and CoE's Youth Department.
Community organizing and inter-community dialogue are the main topics that the
educational activities are based on. Community organizing tools and approaches
will be shared with more than 30 participants from all across Europe.
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These training opportunities were particularly valuable, as they gave me the
opportunity to engage young people and activate them politically. It is an excellent
way to empower a community and let it take part in decision-making processes.
Community organizing may not be the most innovative tool in the context of the US
communities; however, it is still not well known in the European context and is a
promising way to contribute to our societies.
The direct impact of the project is still to be seen, as the pandemic caused many
changes. I am following many channels, and I believe that the changes are most
visible in the ways of working of the youngsters and the activists introduced to
community organizing tools and approaches. There are already some reassuring
examples of leaders I’ve trained who are making changes in the way they approach
work within their communities and efforts to organize.
The support I had in Detroit Action was crucial for me. I saw and took part in the
groundwork of the organization and had the ability to follow the entire process of
community organizing. My mentor’s role - Joanna Velazquez - in this was also so
important as she kept an encouraging attitude and behaviour throughout the whole
time. Her visit to Sofia was also essential for me, as I had the possibility to follow
how she communicates the topic of community organizing to people that are not
familiar with it. Her wording and examples were very useful and helped me to
explore it even better after that.
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My organization and community evolved in a very different and unforeseen way, as
the initial idea and plans had to be adapted to our new realities. Now, the
organizations I work with are more familiar with the topic of community organizing.
It became one of the topics that we are planning to explore and promote more in
the future. The main and maybe the most important lesson learnt during these
months is that we have to adapt our ideas and find different ways to approach
others. If the idea is good and we have something to give, we should work even
harder to find the best ways to do it in times of limitations and restrictions. I will
continue to include community organizing in my training activities and equip
youngsters with the tools and approaches that they can use to achieve the desired
change in their communities.
Even though I could not follow through with my initial project idea, I believe that
my experience in Detroit Action and Joanna's mentorship was highly valuable.
Switching to trainings and incorporation of the topic was appreciated, and I believe
that it will be one of the topics that I will cover, explore further and motivate
young people to work on.
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NEVENA
PASHOVA

ENGAGING YOUNG PEOPLE
THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHY
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SPRING 2015

MARTIN
SVETOSLAVOV

The Youth Centre ‘Teen Spirit’ in the town of Chepelare was created in 2015 as
part of the follow-up project of alumna Nevena Pashova after her fellowship
within the GLC Professional Fellows Program. While great capacity was built
back then within a core group of leaders, the activities of the center gradually
decreased with trained leaders graduating and leaving town to pursue university
studies. We undertook this project to revitalize the youth energy in the center
and the town. We were inspired by the growing number of the young
photographers in Chepelare.
We organized a weekend long training on 18 and 19 September 2021, in the
Youth center „Teen spirit“ and the conference room in a local hotel. 17 young
people – at school age and older – took part. Participants shared their insights
on taking photos, telling stories, tackling social issues, selecting equipment. A
special online guest was Miroslav Marinov - founder of the Sofia Photography
School. He answered all questions of the youngsters and heard their dreams in
the field of photography. The second day was more practical - making indoor and
outdoor pictures around the town.

SPRING 2016

The training was a great success, as we saw high level of motivation across young
people to raise their voice and tell stories through photography. What is more,
we’ve seen a great increase in new faces who expressed interest to engage with
the Youth Centre long-term and volunteer for other activities and initiatives.
The follow-up activities from the event included social media accounts, where
young people could place and share their photos and express themselves freely.
This gave further voice of the youth of Chepelare in the local community and
beyond. In the future, the team of the youth center plans to make this virtual
exhibition into a physical one in different key locations in Chepelare. You can
follow the young photographers of Chepelare on Instagram at
https://www.instagram.com/point.of.view.ph/.

DENITSA
LYUBENOVA

BUILDING COALITIONS
AGAINST LGBTI HATE CRIMES
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VALENTINA
GEORGIEVA

The Criminal Code of Bulgaria does not recognize hate crimes based on the real
or perceived sexual orientation and/or gender identity of a person. According to
Amnesty International’s 2015 report on human rights in Bulgaria 86 percent of
LGBTI people in Bulgaria who had suffered violence or threats of violence did
not report them to the police. Additionally, about a third of those who did not
report violence cited fear of homophobic or transphobic reactions from the
police as the reason for their reluctance to file complaints.
On October 7th 2021 we organized a Round table with the participation of the
SOGIE Unit of the Council of Europe, the British Embassy, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Interior and police officers from all over the
country: since 2019 LGBTI organization Deystvie started providing sensitivity
trainings to police officers and trained over 100 police officers. During the round
table, issues from the practice and ways ahead were discussed. During the round
table, two candidates running for parliament at the time committed to initiate
legislative changes that will recognize LGBTI-related hate crimes.

FALL 2018

After the Round table there was a coalition building seminar for NGOs from
Bulgaria that have a stake or interest on the topic of hate crimes. Steps ahead
were planned on how to combine work and efforts for better results.
The round table and the coalition building seminar were visited in-person by
over 40 people in total. Another 50 people were online in Zoom and another 110
people were following the live stream of the event on social media.
The round table and the coalition building seminar were the last activity under
the EU-backed Rainbow Over Hate project. At the same time they marked the
beginning of a new era of the collaboration between the Ministries, Council of
Europe, British Embassy and the LGBTI movement. For the next three years we
will continue to facilitate this process and work with the Ministry of Interiorto
provide sensitivity trainings to the police officers around the country.

GEORGI
NIKOLOV

EXCHANGING PRACTICES ON
YOUTH ENGAGEMENT

40

2000

SPRING 2018

NEVENA
PASHOVA

SPRING 2015

Both Youth center ‘Teen Spirit’ and Hub-a in Samokov are youth-centre
initiatives which developed with the support of the GLC Professional Fellows
Exchange Program. ‘Teen Spirit’ (Chepelare) came to life as a result of the project
idea alumna Nevena Pashova developed within the program. Hub-a in Samokov is
a co-working space that provides opportunities for young professionals and
others to engage in different activities and empowers them to develop and
implement their ideas. Alumnus Georgi Nikolov was already in process of
creating Hub-a when he joined GLC program, where his ideas got enriched and
the place hosted his mentor and other program-related events.
Within this local exchange project, two study visits took place. A group of 4
youth leaders from Chepelare traveled to Samokov from 8th to 10th October
2021 to meet with Georgi and the expanded team of Hub-a and learn practices
for youth engagement and discuss ideas to sustain a youth center both with
financial and human resources. Later in October (19th to 21st) Georgi traveled
to Chepelare for the second exchange visit. During his stay in the town, he met
with an expanded group of young people, discussed future possibilities and did a
mapping of places, institutions and local networks that can support youth
activities. More importantly, Georgi and local youth leaders had a meeting with
the mayor of Chepelare Municipalities to make an ask for more efforts and
resources on youth activities.
As a result of the exchange visits, in which more than 40 people were directly
engaged, a newly-motivated group of leaders in Chepelare is now working on a
long-term initiative to organize a summer youth festival in the town. The process
will be supported by Georgi Nikolov and his Seed Foundation, while commitment
for support (including for funding) is also secured from the municipality of
Chepelare. The teams of Hub-a and Youth Center Teen Spirit are now in strategic
partnership and are seeking opportunities for follow-up trainings for leaders
that will be the core team of the youth festival.

DIMITAR
BOGDANOV

TRAINING LGBTI PEOPLE ON
STORYTELLING

10

20 000

FALL 2017

People hardly relate with LGBTI news when they miss personal approach or are
from abroad. When given the opportunity to encounter a real person with their
intimate story the public is much more convinced and empathetic.
LILLY
DRAGOEVA

Ten members of the LGBTI community had the chance to learn the technics and
principles of storytelling from an established professional – the writer and
journalist Sevda Semer. GLC alumna Liliy Dragoeva also participated in the
training with a presentation of how personal stories can influence the decision
making regarding the LGBTI movement.
Due to new COVID-19 restrictions, the format of the training was hybrid where
some participants worked offline in small groups and others joined online.
Training sessions were thus dispersed in the weekends of 16-17 October and 2324 October. In total however, 10 participants have undergone 12 hours of
training. Even of the format of the training had to be reshaped, it allowed for
more individual touch of the trainer with the participants, as well as for people
from outside Sofia to join.

FALL 2017

The participants gained precious skills of how to express themselves in an
impactful and powerful way. They learned the importance of the personal story
and how to extract the general message out of the individual experience. The
participants also were trained how to structure an article for an internet media.
Everyone was given an individual assignment and with the guidance of the
trainer are working on articles which are being published in the LGBTI
community outlet huge.bg in order to inspire others. The media has a regular
reach of 20 000 people, predominantly LGBTI community members.
The possibility to invest in training gave us the very needed focus of establishing
a more sustainable and fruitful work with our community.

KRASIMIR
CHERVENKOV

AWARENESS AND ACCESS FOR
PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

50

550

FALL 2017

ELIZABETH
SAMMONS

U.S. MENTOR

FALL 2017

There is still a drasticly low level of usage of e-/online public services by people
with disabilities in Bulgaria, and in Burgas particularly, along with a lack of
knowledge and awareness on assistive technology. In the context of the COVID19 pandemic, these issues are particularly important to address.
Within this small initiative, we purchased a Windows tablet to use as a teaching
and access tool for members of the disability community. This is even more
important during the COVID-19 pandemic, as usage of a touch screen device
improves hygiene and decreases the risk of transmission of pathogen through
papers.
The device was and is being used in the Municipality of Burgas offices where our
alumnus Krasimir Chervenkov is employed as an expert on accessibility and
digitalization. The first client was a low-vision person who completed the online
form for the National Census 2021 which took place in September and October in
Bulgaria. All municipal staff and partners learned about the project and got
information for opportuniteis for through assistive technology. As an example,
the head of the municipal HR department learned that a blind person could be a
successful IT engineer.
U.S. mentor Elizabeth Sammons supported the process by inspiring community
members with what a blind person can achieve and shared best practices from
her professional and personal life. With her help, we honored the International
white cane awareness day (October 15th) as we published a video address by
Elizabeth on the municipal website.
Within this initiative 50 people with disabilities (and their family members) were
informed, educated or serviced. In addition, 549 people, also from the
community as a whole, got awareness and knowledge on assistive technology for
people with disabilities.

ASHOD

INTERNATIONAL WEEK

DERANDONYAN

7102 GNIRPS

OF THE DEAF 2021

90

5000

ALEXANDER IVANOV

8102 LLAF

KIRIL SLAVOV

On 21st of January 2021 the Bulgarian Sign language was officially recognized.
At the same time, the motto “Celebrating Thriving Deaf Communities” of the
World Federation of the Deaf was embraced by Deaf Bulgarians through the
International Week of the Deaf from September 20th until September 26th,
2021. The Listen Up Foundation together with the Active Deaf Youth
Organization organized Deaf awareness events on September 26th, 2021.

1202/0202 LAUTRIV

The events included the launch of Unsilenced Mural, which conveys the message
of freedom and untapping the potential of the Bulgarian Sign language. The
project has already started in June and July with three preliminary workshops.
On September 26, 2021 the Unsilenced Mural was fully painted and presented to
the public. The team from Listen Up and the Active Deaf Youth Organization
provided additional awareness trainings to the public.
Secondly, we organized a Bulgarian Sign Language Workshop and screening of
Deaf Movies at Cinema Kabana. Deaf and hearing people were together to
promote Bulgarian Sign language among hearing people and at the same time to
bring better understanding on Deaf Pride among Deaf Bulgarians.
Deaf participants at the events shared about different topics related to how the
community would improve its status after the official recognition of the
Bulgarian Sign Language. The events gave us the opportunity to speak up about
how to improve remuneration for sign language interpreting services in Bulgaria,
which are underestimated.

DIANA NEDEVA

5102 LLAF

VESSY DEYANOVA

During the events, many hearing participants showed interest to participate in
Sign language courses and enrolled in the Fall session starting as of 5th of
October 2021.

9102 GNIRPS

