[image: image2.wmf] 








         [image: image1.png]



COMUNITA’ EUROPEA

CENTRO NAZIONALE PER IL VOLONTARIATO
Studi ricerche

e collegamento fra le Associazioni

THE MATILDE PROJECT AND CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

By Rossana Caselli

To the character Matilde, protagonist of the story by Roal Dahl, we have dedicated this project based on the theme of family mediation.  Matilde redeems herself from a situation of disinterest and maltreatment by her own family, thanks to the solidarity of her teacher and the intelligence of this rather special child.  These are the best peaceful “weapons,” Dahl seems to suggest – for children and for all those who are most defenceless when conflicts, even the most violent, break out.  This seemed to us a good message, one inherent in our project.  Therefore we have dedicated it to Matilde.

The project is included within the Dafne program, which is a European Community program aimed at supporting actions that combat violence against adolescents, women and children, considering the clear and growing importance that this phenomenon has assumed throughout Europe.  It is a program for the years 2000 to 2003, continuing a preceding program which was begun in 1997.  With an annual budget of approximately five million lire, over two hundred projects have been financed throughout Europe, in large part promoted by non-governmental organisations.  The Commission has made available a data bank of the projects, associations and institutions carrying them them out, together with those that have prepared recent publications of information and materials within the scope of the Dafne project.

Our Matilde project is one of these Dafne projects, promoted by the National Voluntary Centre (CNV) of Lucca, which is an association of volunteerism that brings together over five hundred voluntary associations and institutions operating throughout Italy.  It is one of the organising members of the European Voluntary Centre (CEV).  Since its inception in 1984, the CNV has been involved, among other things, with problems of minors, their custody and adoptions, and has also carried out a national co-ordination of the voluntary organisations in this area.

The Matilde project emerges from this context, intending to evaluate the usefulness and potency of Family Mediation (FM).  The New York Convention of 1990 and the European Convention of 1995 (also the subsequent European Charter of Fundamental Rights) define the protection of children’s rights as a necessity, to assure them continuity and stability in the emotional and relational environment, and therefore assuring their relationships with both parents and with their respective families of origin, even in cases of separation and divorce.  The Matilde project is a project of FM seen as an instrument of “peace” in support of parenting:  every child, as a son or daughter, needs – and this is recognised as a right – to have his own parents even when the family tends to separate due to crises, be they intrinsic (dissolution of the marital bond) or extrinsic (migrations, wars, etc.)  The question that we posed was whether and to what degree FM could help in making this right effective, not just formally recognised.

Not many voluntary associations in Italy are concerned with FM, but the interest is growing, above all by the kind of volunteerism that concerns itself with defending the rights that are most difficult to enforce, that are often declared only on paper, such as those of children, women, socially emerging populations, etc.  Among these types of volunteerism, some associations, of recent date, have been promoted by the “families in crisis” themselves (mothers, fathers, or separated parents).  Other associations, on the other hand, have emerged with the aim of taking care of minors sometimes in collaboration with the institutions (for example courts, social services, etc.).  Only in recent times have these approached FM.  Still others have emerged to help children from families in conditions of extreme need (immigrant families, drug addicts, those with serious mental illness, etc.).  Looking for more effective intervention tools, these are also experimenting with new forms of mediation.

I believe this project has been very useful for all those who have participated, in understanding the strong potentiality of FM and of social mediation in general, both in Italy and in the various European countries involved in the project.  Now we are in the second year of studies, research into cases of excellence, work within a network together with the voluntary organisations, institutions, public and private workers, young students and teachers and families in various European countries:  Spain, Germany and Italy in the first year (2001); Bulgaria, Greece and Spain in the second year (2002).  We have found very different experiences from one country to another:  in some, FM is already a widespread reality, as in Germany where many services, largely privately managed, already exist.  In other countries FM is still little used – as in Italy and Spain – but rapidly being affirmed, above all within the last four to five years.  In still other situations – for example in Greece and Bulgaria – mediation is scarcely known, but arouses interest for its possible responses to the need for tools supporting the right of children to both parents, even where there are situations of extreme family disruption.  The Belgian experience has been very useful for us all, as today’s meeting confirms, also because of Elene Van Den Steen’s many years of experience.  I would like to take this occasion to thank her for the passion, competence and dedication with which she has supported the project and its objectives.  Belgium’s experience is very useful to all the volunteer workers and institutions, because it shows and reinforces, through the methods and rigor already shown by those who have been using FM with many years of experience, while at the same time offering us the prospective of a very flexible service, oriented towards families’ needs.  They don’t wait until families come to them for services; rather the services go where they are needed, even in cases of family violence, even where no one knows what FM is and therefore where no one formally requests it, but where perhaps it is more necessary.  It is precisely in this message of FM as a possible response to the violence that our Matilde project finds its meaning, and in this area the Belgian experience has responded, as it does today, with its own precious contribution.

FM is not a technical or legal consultation; it is neither couples therapy nor psychotherapy; it is neither arbitration nor delegation to a third party to find a solution to conflict; rather it is a way to reorganise family relationships, when these are very conflictual, with the help of a third person, a mediator, who has special preparation and is requested or consented to by the parties involved, guaranteeing professional secrecy and autonomous of the judicial setting, working so that the parents can themselves draw up a program of separation that is satisfactory for them and for the children, exercising their shared parental responsibility.  The mediator, then, is basically a “facilitator” of communication and reciprocal listening, who tends to give the contending parties trust in possible common solutions, for the superior well-being of the children.

I could tell you about the stages, the methodologies, the difficulties of the Matilde project and the great pleasure in the dialogue which was found to be not only possible, but surprisingly and pleasurably constructive, among our diverse project partners:  despite the diversity of sex (prevalently women are involved in FM), of social roles (from the university world to basic volunteerism), of national culture, religious belief or political persuasion.  Many diversities, seen as richnesses, are at the basis of this international network that we have managed to create among us, thanks to the Matilde project and to our sharing of this path, which we have already begun.  I refer in particular to the European Forum on Family Mediation, which for us was a valid reinforcement of our experiences and competencies.

But I prefer to draw your attention to some of the results that seem to me most relevant in terms of the theme of mediation and of violence against children, beginning with the messages inherent in the instrument of mediation.

As has already been stated, mediation is “an instrument of peace” that finds many applications in various social situations:  not only in the case of family and family relationships, but also in scholastic settings, the world of work, for environmental issues, conflicts in the health field, cultural and intercultural conflicts, problems of urban safety, criminal issues.

The hypothesis lying at the basis of social mediation, in its various settings, is that it is not so much through the “peace treaty” reached between the opposing parties, but rather through the dialogue and communication that is created and sustained, that the true element of success can be seen.  Conflict, be it familial or any other kind, can in itself be positive, because it can represent growth and development, understanding the reasons of those who think or live in conditions different from ours.  The problem, therefore, is not so much conflict, as it is violence brought about by conflict, when it is not handled with respect for the diversities on each side.  If dialogue is not established, we are in the presence of a conflict between “the deaf” in which responses become violent, because the emphasis is on forces in opposition.  In this case power rather than reason ends up prevailing.

FM reverses the logic of winners and losers, of counter-opposed forces, adopting instead a logic that is longer in perspective, seeing beyond the immediate conflict, helping us to understand the effects of conflict, which are often devastating in the future (for example, in the children’s future), helping to find possible alternatives.  FM proposes, on the other hand, the logic of “winner-winner,” above all when there is listening and respect for the different requirements and needs of those who will have a future beyond the conflict.

FM above all offers listening.  It returns respect and dignity to those who have been insulted, offended and victimised, valuing elements of unity, convergences to be worked upon.  As a third party, the mediator encourages dialogue even when it seems not to have any space.  And dialogue can occur not only when the parents are willing, but also when they are not, as in some forms of family violence.  This does not mean making people agree when they do not, and do not want to, but it establishes a preparatory path towards FM for the parties in conflict.  In the cases of excellence considered in our Matilde project, the voluntary organisations clearly have had an important role in accompanying the parents and family members along the path by informing and listening, increasing the awareness of choices for the subjects involved, to the point where they themselves may propose FM, once dialogue again seems to be made possible.

Gathering the pain of these families, who often do not know how to establish relationships in another way, then, helping them to re-gain reciprocal trust in the people that compose their family, enlarging the low voices of the victims, to favour listening and reciprocal respect, beginning with children’s needs:  this in substance is the task of many voluntary organisations that promote FM as one of their intervention tools for families in crisis, with the awareness that mediating means above all promoting a change in mentality, culture, ways of relating with others, based on greater reciprocal respect for other people.  Mediating also involves soliciting a higher level of reciprocal respect for individuals and for their diversity.

Mediating in the schools means, in the experience of our country, for example, opposing forms of bullying, the “culture” of the mafia and “mafismo”, born from organised crime, which then affirms itself autonomously as a way of legitimising the abuse of power over weaker individuals, as well as blind obedience to the boss followed by a conspiracy of silence, denying loyalty and respect for rights and civil co-existence.  It means opposing forms of “hooliganism due to boredom” and promoting the role of scholastic mediation for the students themselves, especially preparing them for such a purpose.

Mediation at work means creating understanding of the prejudices and difficulties on both sides, which are found above all when weaker elements of society (such as drug addicts and alcoholics) are inserted into the work force, trusting and listening to them in order to resolve work-related conflicts.  But the practices of ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution) are also rapidly developing.  These are alternative procedures to the legal means usually resorted to in the work environment, which develop through contractual relationships of a different kind (for example, in terms of consumers).

Mediation in the criminal sector, above all for minors, tends to adopt a justice that is reparative rather than vindictive, favouring encounters between victims and perpetrators of criminal acts, functioning so that the latter, aware of the damages they have inflicted on other people, acts so as to repair both the material and immaterial damages.

Intercultural mediators help with the insertion of immigrants into society.  There are also conflict mediators, who deal with urban safety or with the environment.  Mediators are dedicated to respect for the victims, for whatever reason they are victims:  whether this is because of natural disaster or crime, violence or injustice - to give social dignity back to the victim.  Peace mediators in belligerent conflicts, wars or guerrilla actions, terrorism – mediators act for the victims in all these situations.

There are many kinds of conflict mediation and fields of application, as many as there are kinds of conflict or violence inherent in conflict, or as there are diverse types of victims…  What do they all have in common?  What is the message that we think is inherent in the “culture” of mediation?

Mediation represents a new culture of living civilly and creating justice:  reparative justice which places the victim of crime and the reparation of damage at the centre of attention, seeking a change in the guilty party’s behaviour.  We speak in this case of justice without revenge, because it emphasises interventions aimed at a better future, above all for the victims.  This is the point.

Mediation is not a faster way of bringing about justice.  It is not aimed at helping judges or families to rush or delimit the conflict.  Nor do I believe that it is to improve relationships, favouring interrupted communication or furnishing more information.  Mediation is a different kind of justice, in which the victim is placed at the centre of the action, not so much to be vindicated or to be paid back, as to help him or her to improve their future, giving them back the responsibility for their well-being of which they have been deprived, requiring everyone to look beyond and past the conflict, without forgetting, but in order to make reparations, immediately.

I believe that this is also the situation for FM regarding the parents’ task in terms of their children:  children who are often the first victims of family conflicts, sometimes without the parents themselves realising or knowing how to manage the situation.  Mediation means offering a hand to improve the outcome for the victims, perhaps by preventing them from being victims.

For these reasons our Matilde project has aimed at changing the focus of mediation more towards the children.  In the schools we have promoted initiatives to sensitise and causes reflection among teachers and students, in order to promote a culture of mediation, beginning with family conflicts, and going beyond, to a mediation that should above all involve respect for the victims and for their rights.

We believe, that Family Mediation is also a new form of support and solidarity for the family, beginning with the children.  Thus the first convention in Italy was entitled “On behalf of the children:  New forms of family solidarity.”  This solidarity can also be brought about, however, if we are able to overcome conflicts with “intelligence,” that is by understanding with rationality and a long-term perspective the damages that conflict can bring over time for everyone, and with awareness that we can emerge from this by using different tools.

Matilde, our protagonist from the story by Roal Dahl, in fact used the solidarity she had with her own teacher, as well as her own intelligence, in order to build a different future for herself.

For these reasons, in our schools we have promoted studies by the children, we have furnished discussion materials about conflicts and their management, we have invited the children to ask questions of public employees, lawyers, judges and others who have been called on to intervene and deal with conflicts.  We have intended above all to promote training and sensitisation to the culture of mediation, beginning with the family environment, in order to go beyond.  Is family mediation, therefore, a response to violence?  Our answer, after almost two years of meetings and debates on the theme, is yes, above all in terms of prevention.  But regarding this aspect, I prefer to leave the word to our successive speakers and I will listen with much interest also to the experiences of Palestine and Israel.

Thank you for your attention.  All those who wish to know more about our project or who want to pose questions or request materials are asked to do so, not only at this meeting but also by visiting our site (www.centrovolontariato.it) or by contacting us at our e-mail address.  Once again, thank you.
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