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First of all I would like to apologize for reading my presentation; something I don’t usually do, but on this occasion I will read for two reasons:

· First of all to respect time restraints given that I must be brief;

· And second of all to facilitate the work of our friends, the interpreters.

For a number of years now, the FSGG has been addressing the issue of how to educate the Roma people with regard to drugs and during that time we’ve had to ask ourselves quite a number of questions, some of which I will talk about now. I also want to share with you some of the decisions that we have taken with respect to those questions. I am sure that you have had to ask yourselves some of these same questions or will have to if you decide to address this complex subject. During the course of this meeting we will have the chance to share the different responses that we have come up with.

The first question we asked ourselves was:

· Is anything really gained by providing information about drugs?

This is probably the question to which we can provide the most definitive answer. All scientific literature today agrees on the same or a very similar answer:

Information as a single isolated strategy is ineffective. People’s decisions are not based strictly on the information they have at hand. If that were the case (and this is one of the most commonly cited examples) all medical doctors would lead perfectly healthful lifestyles. We all know, however, that this is not always the case.
Information strategies should be implemented within the context of broader programmes. Experts normally agree that prevention programmes feature the following type of strategies:

· Strategies focusing on the environment: improving people’s standard of living

· Strategies focusing on the individual:

· Information-based strategies.

· Strategies targeting emotional-affective aspects (self-esteem, for example).

· Strategies targeting skills and aptitudes.

· Strategies promoting alternative behaviour (use of free time, for example).

That is why the FSGG does not have a completely independent drug programme. Our strategy is to incorporate prevention objectives into programmes focusing on education, health, free time, employment, ... which we are carrying out in a number of different neighbourhoods.

· Information-based strategies exclusively for Roma?

The FSGG became involved in drug work when it discovered that treatment centres and general prevention programmes were barely having any effect on the Roma people. That is why it decided to get involved and not because the Roma people were especially affected by drug dependency problems. We simply saw the need to implement culturally sensitive programmes that take the values, rules and behavioural standards of the Roma community into consideration.

Another permanent line of work, however, must be to make sure that Roma children are exposed to generalist prevention programmes in their schools, that Roma mothers and fathers take part in generalist prevention programmes and that these generalist prevention programmes become more sensitive to the Roma culture as well as to the rest of the cultures which now make up our multicultural Europe.

· What channels of communication should be used to provide information?

What is the best way to transmit information to a People which has a distinct preference for oral versus written communication? 

At first glance, the conclusion seemed simple: prioritise the training of Roma men and women (or of others able to act as role models for Roma children and adolescents) as mediators to pass on the information by word of mouth.

We found, however, that these mediators needed tools with which to transmit information. That discovery led to another important line of work: the development of teaching materials – some of which were designed for mediators while others for the target population itself (Roma children and adolescents). We’ve brought some copies along and you are welcome to page through them although they are only available in Spanish.

Another question emerged when it came to the materials focusing on Roma children and adolescents: How to transmit information to a community that is not accustomed to reading? We felt that the best solution was to develop teaching material in the form of a comic strip. Not only does a comic strip have less written text but reading it is more like listening to a conversation (a film version would have been ideal but this involved other technical complications and budgetary restraints). Another important point worth highlighting is that the comic strip was not conceived as an instrument to be distributed indiscriminately but rather to be used as a tool by mediators in their work with children and adolescents.

· Who should develop information material?

Should material be developed by a drugs expert or an expert in working with the Roma people? Obviously it would be ideal to find a person with work experience in both fields. We came to the conclusion, however, that it was more important to underscore the work procedure employed in the development of teaching materials.

Our experience has taught us that before publication, teaching material should be analysed by an FSGG team consisting of Roma mediators, teachers, social workers, etc. The fact is that draft copies of these materials presented to a team of this nature almost always ends up full of cross-offs and corrections. This is a good sign because it means that the team’s experience has been put at the service of tailoring the material.

Another strategy which is excellent for guaranteeing the proper adaptation of material (although this is not always possible to put in practice) is to organise a discussion group with Roma children and adolescents beforehand. I can assure you that this practice is very useful for gathering ideas.

The next step which we haven’t yet attempted is to invite a group of Roma children and adolescents to actively participate in the entire development process surrounding this material.

· What teaching strategies do we prioritise?

I will try to summarise the principle ones and briefly describe them:

· Identification

The comic strip features Roma children and adolescents similar to them. This in itself attracts their attention because they have probably never seen Roma characters (not being ridiculed) in brochures, comic strips or magazines.

· Surprise
This tactic is good when it comes to working with widely accepted drugs such as alcohol and tobacco. This could include the introduction of an extraterrestrial character who visits the planet Earth and is surprised to find people engaged in an activity called “smoking”. The message revolves around questions expressing surprise posed by this character and which the Roma children have to respond to. This strategy can help to get participants to view smoking and the consumption of alcohol in a different light.

· Prioritise interactivity

The comic strip seeks to spark questions and reflection on the part of the readers and the activities proposed for mediators in the teaching materials are based on inductive methods. This means that the children and adolescents are first of all encouraged to talk, to express what they already know and think. They are then provided with new information for discussion in order to supplement “what they already knew” or “thought”.

· Talk about the short-term effects of drugs

It is better to talk about how drunkenness can ruin a party for you than to talk about cirrhosis of the liver.

· Talk about things that they can relate to

Use real life situations that they have experienced or can relate to. Implementation of this strategy implies in-depth knowledge of the target population.

· Also talk about the positive effects of drugs

The target population knows that people don’t take drugs because “they’re stupid” or because “they’re crazy” but rather because they are seeking some positive effect and this fact should be recognised or we’ll lose our credibility. Here is an example of an outline that we used:

Cocaine
· People use cocaine because they are seeking the following effects:…

· The side effects are:…

We don’t conceal the positive effects (which they are already familiar with through first-hand experience or by word of mouth), but we do underscore the negative side effects (which they don’t usually realize and which their companions don’t tend to talk about).

· Use humour

This is important but be careful not to trivialise the message.

· Use empathy in messages

It is not a good idea to speak in the imperative: “you must”, “you must not”,… Our message will be better received if we recognise that some of the things we are proposing are difficult and may require  considerable effort.

· What type of language should we use?

It is important to avoid excessively technical language in materials targeting Roma children and adolescents and in the way mediators speak when working. 

We should not, however, go to the other extreme of using slang or street talk. This is very important because this sort of informal language changes very quickly and we may find ourselves using terms which are outdated. Slang is also very local and may vary from neighbourhood to neighbourhood.

However, to help participants “identify” with what we are saying, we have found it useful to incorporate words from the caló dialect into our teaching materials. It should be made clear, however, that we borrow from the caló dialect and not from improperly spoken Spanish which would only serve to perpetuate the widely disseminated stereotypes about the Roma people.

To wrap up I would like to give you the main conclusions that we can draw from our work:

1. Information regarding drugs must be presented within the framework of broader prevention programmes.

2. Teaching materials need to be developed for mediators as well as for the target population.

3. The target population itself and mediators must be encouraged to participate in the development of teaching materials.

4. In order to provide information in a specifically tailored manner, it is essential to have an in-depth knowledge of the target population.

5. Prioritise interaction. It is not a matter of simply transmitting information but it is especially about fostering reflection.

Well, there you have the questions (and the humble answers) that I’ve had time to share with you in this condensed presentation. I hope that during the next few days and in the future we have more time for idea sharing.

