The Federal Service Users Initiative (Die Bundesbetroffeneninitiative BBI) in Germany

The Federal Service Users Initiative (BBI) has existed as an independent organisation for ten years. Support from the national umbrella organisation of homelessness service providers Bag-Wohnungslosenhilfe certainly contributed to the start of this initiative. The BBI existed as an initiative in 1992-93. It came about through the efforts of homeless people in  Berlin, Cologne, Braunschweig and from various South German cities. It was founded as an organisation in 1994. According to the statutes of the organisation, its aim and mission is to represent the interests of homeless people in Germany to the State, to the social protection system and to society.    

The needs and expectations of homeless people have changed decisively over the past few years. With the improved quality of integration work, more general goals have become increasingly important: having an input into the services for homeless people; human rights policy work regarding minority groups and political participation, on the basis of a political mandate. The BBI sees its task as observing the developments within different organisations and initiatives, with these goals in mind, as well as getting involved in social politics at national level. The BBI is seen as having developed into an NGO, one which came into being through its own means and for its own ends. 

The first years for the new organisation were very hard. When the BBI went from being an initiative within the framework of the national umbrella BAGW to being and independent organisation, it lost the material advantages that BAGW had put at its disposal. The new organisation began its work without sufficient money, without premises and without technical equipment. The organisation has spent 10 teetering on the brink of material collapse. Only by taking the consistent line that all projects and activities of the organisation have to be financed by the participants, has its work been possible at all. 

From 1990 to 2000, Federal funds were still available for BBI conferences. A yearly conference of 2-3 days was far too little for any real strategies to emerge however. There was no real sense of continuity in these early years. Every year there was a new team and new representatives. Conflicts and power struggles, no financial means, no system or protocal. Agreement remained elusive. It was a rather bitter experience: it seemed that homeless people weren’t able to undertake lobby work concerning their own life situation. 

The turning point of the development of the BBI came with the founding of a regional level organisation with officially recognised status (LAG – Landesarbeitsgemeinschaft) in the Land Baden-Württemberg and the readiness of committed people from Cologne, Berlin, Freiburg, Karlsruhe, Offenburg to act in consequence. Despite understandable difficulties, a stable network of gradually developed. Since then homeless people from about a dozen organisations have become involved in the BBI. The executive committee meets 5-6 times annually, the membership perhaps twice. This is also made possible by the willingness of service providers in these cities to host the meetings of the BBI.

With support of the membership, the BBI works in a range of areas all year round: 

Preparation of meetings of the membership, informing of the public.

Participation in meetings of homelessness service providers one themes such as such as expulsion policies in Germany, social policy changes in the context of the agenda of 2010 etc.

Participation in the two-year federal conferences of the BAG W through organising a workshop or through participation in a thematic workshop.

Meetings with the street papers of the Germany.

Development of policy position papers on social policy changes in the areas of health, labour and  the hardening of expulsion practices at local level

Increased discussions with homelessness service providers in Germany on the application of key concepts in social work.

Cooperation in the specialized committees of the BAG W and in conferences and meetings organised by the Catholic and Evangelical homelessness services.

Participation in the annual “Berbertreffen” (annual gathering of people from the Berber cultural tradition) in Offenburg.

Help and support for meetings of individual projects in Germany.

Publication of experiences and opinions

Close dialogue and cooperation with the national homelessness service provider umbrella organisation BAGW has grown up. The national conferences that BAGW organises, its seminars and conferences and its lobbying work would no longer be complete without the contribution of the BBI. The BBI is involved as an equal partner in the decision-making processes around these events and it is something that both organisations are very happy about. 

In its 2001 programme of work, the BAGW adopted a clear position on participation of homeless people: “we affirm the freedom and the majority of service users. This is must be expressed through respect of their right to choose and their freedom to accept or reject services, through working as equal partners in the development and integration process and through the respect of the right of self-determination.  Our goal for homeless people is self-determination, acceptance of different life-styles, material security, the building up of community networks through self-organisation and the strengthening of participative policy-making. 
