SI President Report 2006-2009:  Gary Sealey

Every elected Servas President is guided by Servas Statutes (VIII:1).  

In summary, the Statutes say the President should maintain a broad awareness, represent Servas, chair meetings, and do anything else the General Assembly directs.  Generally, it is recognized that the President should help keep Servas from harm -- and help the other officers and committees where needed, to do their work.

In 2006, the General Assembly directed many decisions to the Executive Committee, but gave no new resources.  Members of the previous GA had called for improvements to core programmes of Youth and ICT.  Income and Stamp Fees were only briefly discussed and there were no raises for years.  Therefore, Servas International Committees have few funds.  Discussion of a volunteer resource pool at Latina led nowhere.

Broad Awareness: Trends affecting Servas

After I was elected, I studied the old Audits and financial reports.  They had warned about a steady decline in Servas.  I wanted to know really what are the trends and reasons for our situation.

I set up a Money Committee, an ad hoc group meeting in Frankfurt and consisting of representatives from the Audit Committee, Exco and old Audit.  

The financial reports were years out of date.  Stephanie, a volunteer “business analyst” helped me in advance to do a Zachman analysis of Servas.  We closely studied the entire range of reports from all national groups (3 per year, to Treasurer, General Secretary and Host List Coordinator).  This was the first study of its kind, as far as we could see.

It was clear by comparing and analyzing these three sets of historical reports that there were declines, but also improvements in some regions.  

· South America was strengthening, and also several countries in Asia -- where there is both a rising middle class and a young population.  

· Active Area Coordinators, mentors and national secretaries in these areas really do make a difference.

It seemed to me that Servas declines were most evident in areas of poverty, disease (AIDS/HIV), regional or internal conflict as in Africa, or economic crisis as in some countries neighbouring Russia and China.  But I did not have time to study this trend closely. 

I did consider that times had changed enormously since Servas was founded.  In 1946 more than half the world lived in rural districts.  The Village was critically important.  There was an empowering sense of freedom, of de-colonization, of newness, of personal and collective adventure.  

By 2006 when I was elected there was an over-arching, vast corporate culture, globalization of trade and industry and world communications and mass displacement to enormous cities. The  English language, not Esperanto, had become the Planet’s language. 

The UN, founded by a broad popular movement at Servas’s birth, was now under attack.  As well, many populations were frightened and distanced by new and real fears like pandemic disease (HIV), SARS flu, religious fundamentalism and associated terrorism from sub-national groups, expansion of poverty -- at the same time as creation of millions of newly-rich  “Millionaires”.  Was Servas coming into its own time of real relevance, or had its time passed?

Indeed, what was Servas doing?  I became aware that  – several countries were not changing: they continued to be marginal members, year after year, with: 

· barely enough hosts to qualify as Servas Members  

· often their hosts lists were out of date, ‘more ghosts than hosts’ 

· other reports overdue or missing, and out of touch  

· leadership passed successively among family or closely related friends.  

Collecting information for the  SCORECARD.  For the most part it followed the one used for the GA in Latina, and it confirmed some real weaknesses.  Servas was harming itself.  It was giving financial support to some groups whether they held elections, regular meetings, or had any community presence or likelihood of success in becoming viable.  

Financial support for travel is an incentive.  Support should be judged on performance, especially since the last General Assembly.  

It is useless to support some delegates who seem to come for a party and go home to do little or nothing.  It may be far cheaper and more effective to send roving ambassadors – or to provide a Distant Interview to Travelers where Servas cannot organize a local group.

Outcomes 

Exco reviewed and voted on all the applications for funding support and decided as a whole group.  

We reviewed some applications twice and still could not see solid progress or attention to strengthening their groups.  

It seemed some slow or inactive national groups reviewed and revised their host lists, compiled their reports and – one of the Key concerns of the GA – the quality of the host lists – has been addressed, at least in part.

Chairing and Presiding Exco and other meetings

With the Executive Committee, we reviewed facts and trends I had collected.  We considered options for controlling or reducing expenditures and also ways and means of increasing revenue.  

In the end, we decided to economize but not reduce drastically, and not ask for increased fees.  

· It was at this meeting we determined to look more closely at the activities of the marginal national groups.  We knew the direction of the GA on Host Lists, and the complaints of several national secretaries about the Quality of the Host Lists, so we tried to determine how to fix this.

· This is the origin of the updated Scorecard and the criteria for Financial Support to the GA.

I attended all the “meetings” of EXCO: indeed, many dozens.  But there was only this one face-to-face meeting -- in Bangalore as two members of the Exco live in India. This saved funds.  But it is a difficult and trying arrangement, to meet for three years by distance, with only one physical meeting.  It requires much attention, some humour, and patient listening, especially mutual respect.  It was often technically hard to connect Asia to the West by Skype.  Finally, we used a low-cost commercial conference system, which as not cheap as Skype.

Even with good sound quality, teleconferencing is a very difficult and challenging way to build a team and do collaborative work with no physical meetings.  People are after all, animals, and we usually prefer to see/hear and perhaps smell each other!  

Servas knows this, and it is why we place an emphasis on friendly Open Doors.  

As there were insufficient SI funds, I used my own travel funds to attend meetings in North America, near Toronto, Atlanta and San Diego (where I was kindly hosted by Friendship Force).  Exco awarded me funds to attend both the first-ever Latin American Meeting and two separate meetings in Toronto and New York, to develop the Servas Peace Workshops.

Servas Anniversary

At the same time, I considered a Servas 60th anniversary.  Sixty years is a significant date in the lives of people and organizations, and a call for celebration.  The executive committee agreed and suggested a storm of suggested ways of celebrating which I circulated to national secretaries.  More than a celebration, it seemed to me the Anniversary was an opportunity to celebrate the founding values of Servas and to consider ways of renewing commitments and the Servas strategy and structure.

To be honest, the initial reaction was small.  I sent out many letters and suggestions, and articles in SI News.   I joined a small delegation of Servas observers at the UN, and we circulated thousands of handbills on the Servas celebration there, and invite other groups.  

But I wrote a concept for it, sent an article to SI News, widely circulated it, and tried to give a flavour of possibilities.  I asked Exco for their ideas, and I sent these to all Servas member groups.  I wanted to visit some Servas Anniversaries personally, as President, and to help link the celebrations. But in the end, as there were no funds, we could only do this linkage by Internet. 

The Servas Anniversary had not been discussed at the 2006 GA, and there was no funding for it.  

The executive committee, concerned about shortage of resources at the international level, decided that no special resources could be afforded for the Servas 60th.  All the successes for this project are due to visionary national secretaries who took chances, and wanted to share fun by organizing national activities.

Outcomes

Many National Secretaries mobilized Anniversary events, and Renée highlighted them on the website.  The positive and interesting Servas anniversary pictures and calendar helped the website grow enormously in numbers of hits.

It seems that in 2010, Servas could have another round, on Action Planning for the next decade, or say to 2050?

General Assembly

The Servas President is also Chair of the General Assembly and is responsible for the Agenda.  In olden times in Servas, say until the 1960’s, this amounted to assembling a dozen people, and sharing their perspectives.  

After the meeting, they would go home and work on their projects.  In the 1970’s, Servas set out 9 global areas, grouping national member groups.  Servas became a three-level organization, a network of sovereign groups with departments of specialty to support a growing Open Doors programme of home hosting with rising incomes.  

In preparing the General Assembly, I was aware of two or three past General Assemblies marked by friction and mis-understanding.  

Some groups had become registered as corporations supervised by national governments, and demanded new policies to address complexity and transparency in conformity with rising expectations.  It also seemed there needed to be improvements to the Agenda and Budget, and in the preparation for the Plenary, so that the members of the GA understood and clearly linked to the Working Groups.  

As for the GA 2006, I formed an Agenda Working Group, and maintained my responsibility for organizing the GA.  

EXCO got three detailed proposals for hosting the GA – from Argentina, Mexico and Turkey.  Mexico would require hiring staff, so their proposal was grounded; Turkey had already done a major meeting on Peace, and needed to withdraw and relax. Another, general concepts were received from India which had announced its interest at the GA at Latina and a brief consideration by Uzbekistan.  

Outcome

In the end, EXCO approved the well-developed and detailed proposal from Servas Argentina.  Many committees are happily and energetically involved.

· The time has come to designate a continuing secretariat for the GA.  This might help Member Groups host the GA and free them from micro-management.

· As well, the Servas Auditor has indicated the need for annual meetings.  A Servas Secretariat could arrange for such essential meetings and perhaps coordinate with the Distant Vote Administrator.

UN

I also attended the UN twice (only 8 hours’ drive by automobile from my house).  Both times I mentored ad hoc Servas delegations and prepared hand-outs to the 3000 non government group leaders who attend the UN Department of Public Information Sessions.  Thanks to Helga Smith, my New York Host!

Because it proved impossible for the International Peace Secretary to organize the UN Reports, I also arranged for these. I also wrote the recommendations for Servas, for the annual appointees to be commissioned by the UN to the various UN Observer sites at the UN in New York, Geneva and Vienna.  

For the same reasons I also arranged for the regular report to the UN to be prepared by non-government organization specialist Servas day-host and helper Bruce Amoroto, a Servas day-host in Philippines.  

This report is an essential requirement for Servas to maintain its enrolment on the Roster of the UN, which is how Servas gets its identity and status as a non-government organization.

Outcomes

Following the report to the UN for Servas I recommended to EXCO that:

1) The GA should be asked to approve a set plan for Servas UN work.

2) The Servas UN Plan should link, clarify roles, and commit the Servas UN Observing Teams. 


This would require an active UN Issues Coordinator for Servas, and a team of national peace secretaries supporting an experienced SI Peace Secretary.

Servas Volunteers and Outreach

The Servas International President has no defined help or support nor any dedicated budget envelope.  So far, our only likely volunteers were Servas hosts as it seems no group keeps track of Travelers.  

But when I called local hosts they were too tired or busy in their retirements or with their families. Clearly, the established Servas helpers and committee members were also occupied.  I felt that Servas could try to get help from outsiders.

Using my own personal funds, I purchased a membership of 75$ in the local Volunteer Bureau.  The Bureau gives free postings for volunteers as one of the privileges of membership.  I wrote an advertisement seeking “helper editors”.  Soon, many people, about 2 per week, as many as a dozen a month, were offering to help as Servas editors.  At the beginning, none of them was a Servas host nor Servas Traveler.

One of our Servas helper editor volunteer meetings was held in the basement of an almost abandoned office building; many others were held in coffee shops.  Among the people who came forward was a Philosopher, Poonam; a retired School Teacher fascinated in micro-photography, Luigi, and a PhD Candidate, Renée.  The others, two a week, sometimes came to a few meetings and when they were not always sure how to help, they left.

Fortunately, however, Renée stayed.  As a helper editor she began to edit my draft articles for Servas News and Servas Monthly News.  But despite my efforts, I saw I was getting very little feedback.  Perhaps my writing was poor – or the News was not being distributed and read.  I decided to try to reach a wider audience.

Renée and I built on the earlier website design contributions of Uwe, Claudio, Omer, Sercan, Jaki, and others.  Exco voted some funds to convert the old PHP website to a new and easier language, Joomla, which was recommended by a community-based consulting company. (It’s now obsolete and the software is due for an upgrade.) 

Technical work of converting the website was done in Hong Kong, overnight, and revised by Nelson Ko, a professor with a very active consultancy in community development.  Renée and I re-shaped the materials, sent out requests to national groups and established a new on-line calendar.

Servas never had anything like this before: a website written in ordinary language, with attractive pictures and an online Calendar.  Even now, though it is only in English, it is now getting around 400,000 hits (annualized).  Of course, most of these hits are from people outside Servas. 

Outcomes: Servas On-Line

Seeing this attractiveness of Servas to “outsiders”, and recognizing the aging and isolated populations of Servas national groups, I asked Mario to try an experiment, to develop an on-line application form for Servas.  

As I expected, the online application form was instantly used.  Because of its success I worried.  There were about 25 applications per week, and sometimes double that number: a significant growth opportunity.  I was afraid that some national groups would ignore these applications and that the applicants would not get interviewed.  So I asked a few very dedicated people to set up a Welcome Team, to review the experience and to start dealing with the first applications.  It was a loose but effective arrangement. Thanks to all who helped: Jean, Wolfgang, Roberto, Nancy, Pablo…. 

Much still is needed for Outreach.  There is no coordinated outreach of Servas International and never has been.  “Granny” one of the Founders, kept her contact list in a shoebox.  There is no media list, no regular cycle of press releases, and no bank of “good stories”.

Vision

Much of my education on the job came from Bob Luitweiler.  He called me about 300 times, about the nature of humanity, and relations between people and other nature, history, purpose; he was interested in reform of the structure of Servas, and setting up teamwork in Servas.  He was trying to set up a new movement of Peace Building, and writing some of his Children’s Books, when he died.

We did not always have comfortable, easy talks.  Sometimes he was negative or dismissive: “that will never work”, and sometimes I confronted him, but usually he ended with encouragement.  He had an amazing grasp of future potential of communications technology.  He loved the values of community, vision and personal development.  He felt routine administration routine was a waste.  Only after I had re-read the Philosopher Joseph Schumpeter did I understand some of Bob’s views.  

Even now, I can hear his voice and phrasing.  

New Servas Peace Workshops

From the beginning, I could see that the Servas network contains very different-sized and shaped points of presence: big, registered ones; medium-sized non-government organizations; small clubs; and organizing individuals or families committed to trying to establish a Servas group.  

These very different groups all have different needs and expectations of Servas.  

I felt that there needed to be some way of reviewing and exploring the fundamental values and teachings of Servas.

I spoke to a Director of one of the University Schools whom I know, and he told me his analysis was that the basis of Servas, the transaction between hosts and Interviewer, seemed to be where a core course should be aimed.

In the end, I realized that there were not enough resources for a full in-house curriculum, so with professional Trainer, Martin Krajcik, I tried to develop a train-the-trainers programme.  Units of it have been given experimentally three times, at least units of it.  The fourth time, will be at Buenos Aires and the General Assembly.

It is based rather loosely on Bob’s ideas: 

· Goodness and Peace is within the individual, waiting to be developed

· Normal, healthy development of communities and individuals leads to Peace  

· blockage in Peace development (poverty, injustice) should be treated as disorder 

· Peace adult education methods (Conscientization) are ideal for the search and development of peace

· Communities engaged in appreciative inquiry will find Peace and be able to teach it with others

Thank you, to El Bosque University, which has offered a sponsorship to Servas, to carry this work on further.  Many thanks to the editorial and teaching team developing this course and meeting at Mar de Plata.  Special thanks to Nancy, Mary Jane, Pablo, Julie and Renée.  Thanks indeed to Jaime Romero and the big group meeting at Villa de Lleyva!

Managing Disagreements

To my ear, discussions in Servas were uselessly secretive, gossipy and negative in comment.

The Servas Forum was full of attacks and counter attacks, threats, lawsuits and other accusations between and among the executive and member groups.  Finally, there was so much pornography that the site could not be maintained, and had to be closed.

At Latina, there was a decision to do a Procedures Manual, a compilation of many decisions already made.  

There is a real need for fundamental guidance: Ethics, Values, Covenants, Charter.

Setting out policy is not easy as Servas resists guidance.  For instance, when writing a guideline for Area Reviews for example, I found officers and committees making many requests for exceptions, differences, variations.  The Area Reviews and Elections guideline is still a draft.  However, it has been used in Central and South America and found to be useful.

Also, the Oaths of Office and of Confidentiality and Performance were not signed.  Some officers felt they were an offence to unwritten values of Trust and Respect.  Some argued that if they signed they would could be threatened with loss of their office if they were, e.g. absent too frequently.  

Language Appropriate to Servas Spirit and Purpose

I felt and continue to feel that Servas needs more commitment to respectful adult language.  

For Exco discussions I used a format for discussion consisting of: Issue/Opportunity; Background; Object; Alternatives; Costs; Recommendation.

In most groups hurtful communication would be rejected immediately.  In Servas, some feel it is their right: to insult their elected colleagues: volunteers like me, and to circulate their correspondence to the Internet where everyone where Google Search sees the Servas name associated with violent and hurtful language.

Addressing Tensions

The boundaries of Servas states are one source of tension.  The Servas network is based on one state/one member national group.  

But the boundaries of some states set in 1945 continue to include very different ethnic groups and rivals.  Servas is asking a lot, to insist that such different groups compromise and cooperate in one national group.  Is this an outdated, approach?  

· Could Servas accept more than one group in each country?

For instance, in my homeland one important region has distinctive language, culture and history.  Many national groups leave this region to organize its own representation of this region.  They have an arrangement by a national confederation, so that each of the two main regions is now served by many of its own “national” groups.  

Should the Servas rule of one state, one member group be revised?

Distance dialogue is not easy.  For instance, I worked very hard with EXCO, to try to distill choices for the Distant Vote.  Without being able to meet face to face, we found that drafting documents went on, for weeks.  Very confusing!  

In the middle of the first Distant Vote, a close personal friend died, and I could not properly supervise the Distance Vote Administrator’s method.  She found that some groups (despite a very successful trial run) could not understand how to use the Distant Voting system – or so they reported to her, and she to me).  

She switched to an email system, leaving aside the method proven by the pilot project, and a few were outraged by the change.  

Their dismay led to some angry exchanges and a write-in campaign initiated by one of the groups.  The main substance of the vote, the Budget update, passed as an anti-climax; most of the discussion was on the method.

In its review of the experience, EXCO felt that the DV system does not allow sufficient discourse among the voting parties – and the Budget should not be relegated to a distant vote.

My Travel and Meetings

As indicated in my report I arranged for and met ad hoc Money Committee in Frankfurt, 2006, included General Secretary Pramod Kumar traveling near there on business; Anna Flammeni; Audit Committee and Treasurer as well as past Chair of Audit Committee, Markus, who hosted me – thank you!

Exco met in Bangalore 2007 for its only meeting.  Met additionally with the Treasurer and with Lv Subramanian as replacement Treasurer, to help arrange transition (for which transition the bank took over 6 months).

I met the Canadian Board, 2007 at its national meeting, paying my fare from my own pocket; stayed with a Canadian host.  As well, I met at San Diego, again paying my fare, and kindly hosted by US Servas.

In 2009 I met in NYC for two days (I contributed air miles from my own reserve to one of those who met with me), and in Toronto.

South America

Met jointly with South and Central America Areas in 2009.  

My Costs and Efforts

Over the 3 year period, Servas needed about 5,000 to 10,000 hours of support – most of my mornings for three years: a thousand days.  

Keeping capacity for the 15,000 emails and telephone calls for Servas meant personal communications and Internet bills of about $300 per month -- again, mostly for Servas activities.  Most of this from my own pocket.  I am still using the same equipment I had when I joined the Exco.  

The accounts, show that I have spent thousands of dollars – almost all to support Exco teleconferencing – and the travel listed above, and some specialized services for the GA.  I have submitted all my receipts so that the amounts can be properly accounted and audited.

Thanks for the opportunity to Serve! Gary Sealey: August, 2009



