A project with immigrant women in Milano  

Since 2007, when the Grail in Italy became an officially recognized Association for Social Promotion, some of us felt the need to do something concrete and visible as a group, in line with the challenging experiences circulated via the GJOP Network.

This desire became a real opportunity when, in 2011, a two-room apartment was donated to the Grail Association by a special friend.  This little ‘Grail ‘center’ is situated in an area where some of us live, a neighborhood where the percentage of immigrants (men and women) is high (24% of the resident population).  We therefore felt even more challenged to think about a project particularly targeting these migrant women.

So, in the same year, 6 women of the Association started a work group – Grail members and Grail friends – to set up a project. We had diverse backgrounds:  employment counselor, medical doctor, teacher, accounting expert, social worker, plus a real ‘asset’, a 26-year old woman, who was finishing her degree in international relations and had previously been involved in the International Grail Meeting on Formation.

This team worked for about a year to get to know the reality of the neighbourhood where our meeting place was located.  The neighborhood has many other social and cultural initiatives which involve both Italians and migrants. (Quite widespread among these are Italian language courses for foreigners).

This time spent exploring firsthand the needs of the area gave us the possibility to focus on a project that was primarily educational, aimed at building relationships between immigrant women and Italian women, fostering  mutual exchange and growth aimed at creating a more inclusive society in the near future.

Right from the preparatory stage it was invaluable for us to get in contact with and cooperate with an association called Misericordia (Mercy), founded by Peruvian women already active in the area.

Then, in the spring of 2012, on the anniversary of March 8th we started meeting these women from other countries in our ‘center’. We gave these encounters a very ambitious and utopian ‘title’: Women Citizens of the World.

During the subsequent summer, we developed a more detailed and organic project under the same title.  It received approval and a small grant from our region, giving us the possibility to start our meetings with the immigrant women by December 12th. We met them regularly: once a month for 9 months on Sunday afternoons.  Each meeting was co-facilitated with the help of different experts, both those within the team or professionals specifically invited: a pedagogist, a lawyer, a union representative, and a communications facilitator.

Most of the activities – the preparation and the actual meetings with the women – have been carried out on a voluntary basis by this ad hoc team, which met almost every week in the center.

The previous encounters were more informal, getting to know each other, answering their questions and briefly touching on the topic of women and violence.  Below are just a few glimpses of the contents explored during the various meetings. 
The plan of our meetings

1& 2) Family:  problems and resources – December 2, 2012 and January 20, 2013

“The family is one of the ways we have to pass on models in order to organize the society. You need to increase the education to relations, to build a society where people can nurture mature relationships in their lives. Not family models, then, but different kinds of relationships.”

(“The reunited families are not like the ones in the country of  origin: often sons, when they become  adolescents, are obliged to migrate to Italy and then often feel  forcefully uprooted  and after many years in Italy still can’t become part of the Italian society, leading to feelings of failure. To overcome these difficulties it is important to have access to inner resources, to help autochthonous foreign people even more than local people to give them  the ability and possibility to stay and to share with others.”)

3) Work: the agreements, the contracts - February 17, 2013
According to our participants’ experiences, we singled out these kinds of agreements:

· work contracts with no time limit: more security, regular employment, national agreement

· work in a co-operative society: sharing of job experiences, different regulations, power to share in the decision process.

· contract on a project basis: job as a subordinate, no national agreement, yet the duties are the same as those of regular workers.
4) Work, rights and duties - March 10, 2013

“The worker must have a remuneration linked to the quantity and quality of his work and enough to ensure for him and for his family a free and dignified life”. :    Art.36 from the Italian Constitution
We all felt – and migrant women even more – that at present we are facing an employment situation which is very far removed from the ideal stated in this article.
5) To communicate is to share – April 14, 2013
Every one builds relationships to the world according to their individual being,  his/her internal “map”, in other words, their personal representation of the world. To communicate means to confront different maps. 
6 & 7) Globalization and Citizenship - May 19 and June 16, 2013
From the initial group brainstorming: “Globalization is  Exchange – movement – everyone gets to know the events in real time – exploitation at the global level – income inequality  – land grabbing – death, robbery by USA – capitalistic market” Diverse aspects shaping people’s culture: language, religion, history, customs and rituals, the whole host of knowledge, traditions and experiences.

8) To live interculturally - September 15

We chose to deepen the meaning of intercultural exchange centering on the rites of passage, They foster the link between the individual and the group, but they also serve  to structure  individual life according to definite stages; facing the realities of time and death, these rites tries to give reassuring answers.

9) Health and Well-being - October 6 

It is useful to recognize that medicine is not all-powerful. There are illnesses that we can’t heal but we can cure, illnesses that don’t have effective treatments.

We need to recognize LIMITS.
The women liked the broader definition of health: not simply lack of illness, but state of well-being.
In these meetings about 20 Italian and immigrant women were involved. The immigrants came from the following countries: Peru, Ecuador, El Salvador, Bolivia, Philippines, Burundi, Ukraine.

These women participated more or less regularly, in spite of their work commitments (mainly as caretakers for the elderly). At the end of such an experience the women expressed high satisfaction:


“Before I felt dull, to exchange with others is helpful, it has meant a lot to me” (J)


“We should go on with these meetings; we speak of many things which are useful” (R)


“To share our life experiences between ourselves makes us become ‘a map’ for one another” (N) 

For those of us in the team, this experience was also highly educational and helped us to get along as a working group; the contact with women that deal with huge difficulties has enriched us; the subject matter which was clarified by the experts or by each one of us has broadened our horizons.
Finally we believe that we reached the goal set from the start. Aside from the contacts with the women, the dissemination and implementation of the projection the neighborhood has enhanced the visibility of our Association, whose aim is to work “towards building a more integrated society, where women of different cultures can play a leading role. 
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