Ivanovo – Staffordshire: strengthening partnership

From the 24th – 30th October, YMCA Ivanovo youth delegation spent time in England. The visit was in the framework of the official partnership between Ivanovo and Staffordshire County. YMCA Burton and The Staffordshire Council of Voluntary Youth Services (SCVYS) were hosts for the Russian group.

The main aims of this visit were strengthening friendships and developing joint projects between the two countries on the youth level. As a tradition of YMCA exchange programs all participants were living with host families. It is great opportunity to get to know daily life of Englishmen, their traditions, and to reveal psychological barriers. Due to constant and open communication between hosts and their guests, it builds strong relationships based on faith and understanding.
YMCA Ivanovo has been developing a partnership with youth organizations in England since 2011. This was proposed by the Administration of Ivanovo city and Ivanovo State Duma. The main goal of the international partnership is to build friendships between the youth of Russia and England and unite them around the idea of Peace and collaboration. The partners have also developed plans to exchange and continue development of youth exchange programs.
Interesting feature of the Ivanovo youth delegation visit this time was diversity of places and events where our group was asked to participate.

The program included:

1. Exchange of experience within YOUTH programs  with SCVYS;

2. Getting to know leaders of YMCA Burton and its social programs (“The food bank”, project to support homeless people), excursion to the city;

3. Social action to ennoble War memorial in Hednesford (together with volunteers of organization “Friends of the park in Hednesford”);
4. Official visit to the Council of Staffordshire County and sightseeing in Stafford;

5. Taking part in a workshop of  Indian cuisine «I cook Indian», organized by guys from social orientated project «Talent Match»;

6. Cultural and educational part of the program:

· «Russian evening», organized by YMCA Ivanovo Youth delegation for the partners and host families, 

· Travelling on the old Railroad of England at Chasewater and visiting the local Rail Road Museum. 
· Trip to Lichfield with visiting a Cathedral of the middle Ages.
· One-day trip to London with sightseeing.
· Amusement park “Drayton Manor”.
· One full day with host families, who organized their special trips and excursions for the guests (Wales, Nottingham, Oxford, Birmingham).

The youth exchange between partners from Ivanovo and Staffordshire has become regular already: youth delegation from England will visit Russia next Fall. 

Feedback from participants:

Anna Kosygina: “England… Three years ago I wouldn’t have believed that I would be able to visit this country, so unattainable for many of us. And when in 2015 Youth delegation from England came to Ivanovo, I was a host family for one girl, Kate. We became good friends and stayed in touch all year long till our visit to Staffordshire. When we met each other again, we couldn’t control our emotions - our eyes filled with tears. But for real, we have a lot of things in common. It is true that we have different mentality, habits, but there are barriers everywhere which need to be overcome. Such challenges exist in friendship too. And if we overcome them, we will get the best thing in this world – pure friendship, and as well as love for someone. And I can say that trip was the best one for me also because I was surrounded by very good people, my friends from YMCA Ivanovo. I consider that the goal of our visit was reached. And the goal was to make friends and destroy any barriers between us. Politicians have their own life, and we have ours.”
Kira Tyurina: ”When come back to our trip to England in the framework of YMCA Ivanovo International Youth Exchange Program, I’m becoming filled with only positive emotions. The most memorable event was our visit to the Council of Staffordshire. It is so pleasant that the program is appreciated on the high level. The trip was useful as for practicing English, as for cultural exchange with citizens of “Foggy Albion”. I was so lucky with my host family! One year ago I was a host for Amy and we were staying in touch during a year. It was so curious to get to know daily life of Englishmen and I just fell in love with her family. Kindliness, warmth, merry evenings were waiting for me in England, and I also was telling them about my family and our traditions. I would love to be a host again next year! Also I want to say special “Thank you” to those who was working on excursion part of the program. Beauty of Cathedrals, churches amazed me, and excursions in museums were so interesting and it helped us to get into the history of England.
And, of course, I was mostly impressed by Englishmen, so close to us in mentality and sense of humor. It was the most amazing week with beautiful people.”

Ksenia Rybakova: “It was my second time taking part in YMCA Ivanovo and SCVYS International Youth Exchange Program. That’s why my impressions mostly based on the comparison this trip and the first one in 2014.

I can tell you that I’m very sensitive person, that’s why this trip as well as the previous one brought a hurricane of emotions, which is so hard to express by words.
In the beginning I want to tell you that I was hosted by wonderful family – Jane, Jason and their two friendly cats. They took care of me like a family. Before our journey I was so anxious about my English, I was afraid that it would be very difficult to understand Englishmen, I wouldn’t be able to express my thoughts clearly. And when I met my host family, all my fears were gone. Jane and Jason were talking with me a lot on various topics and they used easy words. Also I remember one time when I couldn’t understand some words and Jane decided to draw their meanings for me. I want to thank her a lot for her patience, help and for being not indifferent.
This time I learned much more about volunteering work in Staffordshire county. During the previous trip we were told just common things, and this year we got more detailed information of SCVYS and its work. Each day we spent in different cities of the county getting to know various volunteer projects. The first day we went to Litchfield, where we were introduced to the project “Talent Match”. It helps to find a job to those teenagers who have difficult life situation. For example, such guys are taught how to cook and after that they are able to be hired in cafes and restaurants. It’s important to mention, all the information was given us not just in stories. For our delegation was organized mini-kitchen, where we were being taught how to cook Indian food. It was informative, fun and tasty! Next day we were in Burton. There we were welcomed by YMCA Burton and they told us about their main projects. One of them is to help homeless people. Leaders of the YMCA showed us dorms where participants of that program live. Other projects are “Bank of food”, YMCA furniture shop. And once again, we weren’t just good listeners, and were involved into work of the store - we helped to decorate it. On one day of our trip we took part in social action in Hednesford – helped to ennoble the area next to War Memorial. I want to mention that social life in Staffordshire (at least, what we saw) is organized by volunteers. It is a surprise for Russians, isn’t it? Volunteerism is life style for all Englishmen. Young people, adults, seniors are volunteers. I think we have the direction where we should go!
Great Britain is, of course, amazing country. It impressed me a lot for the second time. Each place, each street and each building is full of history; they breathe in and breathe out it. As for people, they are as open, friendly and simple as we. We have a lot of things in common, and still have many differences what makes us so interesting to each other.”
