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Annual Report 2019 

Overview 

VEBO has been joined by new Board member Martin Erismann, Managing Director of TEAM 72, 
since the 2019 General Assembly.  He replaces Peter Gründler, who resigned from the Board at the 
end of May.  

At the same meeting, founding member Peter Gründler is awarded an honorary membership. 

The Board subsequently meets twice, among other things to prepare for the Extraordinary General 
Assembly on 2nd of December. This assembly decides to submit a new application to the Lottery 
Fund of the Canton of Zurich to finance another project in Georgia - setting up and running a Drunk 
Driver Learning programme.  

The reporting year 2019 is characterised by both light and shadow with regard to our projects.  

The project in Romania can be completed very successfully at the end of June. 

After about a year of preparation, the Social Education Centre in Tbilisi, Georgia, is opened in 
October in the presence of the Swiss Ambassador. 

The preparatory work in Greece comes to a standstill and the project is suspended after the new 
elections at the beginning of July, as all our liaison persons in the General Secretariat of Justice are 
replaced by the new government.  

The application for the new project in Moldova is approved by the government of the Canton of 
Zurich in November and VEBO receives a project contribution of CHF 300,000.  

We would like to take this opportunity to thank all members of the association for their active and 
committed work in the projects this year.  

 

Projects: 

RAMAI LIBER! - VEBO's second project in Romania 

For the project Ramâi liber! - Reintegrearea sociala a persoanelor private de libertate - Stay out! 
Social Integration and Recidivism Prevention in Romania, VEBO was awarded a total of CHF 216,000 
by the Lottery Fund of the Canton of Zurich by decision of December 2016.  

The project was run by GRADO (https://grado.org.ro/en/ ) and completed in July 2019 with good 
success. 

Here the main conclusions from the final report:  

The project was a private initiative to support people serving prison sentences and prepare for their 
successful reintegration into society in the Bucharest area. Previous efforts had been carried out by 
GRADO many years ago with little success. 

The activities under the project were carried out as planned, with the necessary corrections to 
respond to the changes in the social and legal environment. 



 
 

 
VEBO Annual Report 2019  2– 

We achieved positive results in the area of elaborating a concept for the transition from 
imprisonment to life in society, developing toolkits for this process, developing staff competences 
in dealing with prisoners, and collecting data on the needs of inmates and the obstacles they face 
after their release. As for the number of beneficiaries of the project, the results are available: 

• 146 inmates participated in the group programmes conducted as part of the project. 

• 267 applications for participation in group programmes were submitted by the 146 people. 

• 148 successful completions of group programmes. 

• The project ran 9 types of group programmes - 3 for violent offenders, 3 for rape and 3 for 
paedophiles. 

• 260 prisoners signed a contract for social services and a reintegration plan was prepared for 
each of them. 

• 138 people out of the 260 were dismissed during the implementation of the project and 61 
received support under the project.  

• 640 family members of detainees benefited from this project. 

• 39 employees benefited from training activities. 

• 14 Prison staff implemented new activities to reintegrate prisoners. 

• Develop GRADO's competence to provide programmes to reduce the risk of recidivism for 
offenders. 

• Develop GRADO's competence to prepare and implement a social reintegration plan after 
release from prison. 

• Develop an inmate risk and needs assessment tool to be applied across the Romanian prison 
system. 

In terms of sustainability, two aspects in particular are worth highlighting: 

• For the first time, good quality learning programmes for the prevention of recidivism among 
violent offenders could be implemented on a larger scale in three Romanian prisons. VEBO's 
project partner GRADO proved to be a competent and reliable partner in the cooperation with 
the respective prisons as well as in the cooperation with the national prison administration. One 
prison director expressed her enthusiasm to VEBO about the very constructive cooperation with 
GRADO. Based on the presented results of the project, negotiations were started with the 
national prison administration ANP on how NGOs with their specific know-how can be more 
involved in the future for recidivism prevention and the accompaniment of ex-offenders, and 
how they can also be financed through the Ministry of Justice.  

• Secondly, GRADO - as an objective that was only added to the project later - made a significant 
contribution to the development of a risk assessment tool, an innovation in the Romanian penal 
system.  

In this respect, it can be assumed that the sustainable impact of this project will be very positive. 

For the final documentation, VEBO developed a financial overview for its projects, which will be 
used in the future.  
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Restart - Relapse prevention and collateral damage reduction - Greece 

As already mentioned in last year's annual report, the cooperation with the designated project 
partner EPANADOS proved to be very difficult from the very beginning. Agreed deadlines were not 
met, the project leader was not present at the inaugural meeting in Athens on 7th of June 2018, 
etc., which unfortunately continued in the reporting year. The president of VEBO set a deadline of 
the end of May 2019 for the "project partners" to sign the revised cooperation protocol by then so 
that project implementation could finally begin. Otherwise, they would have to look for another 
project partner in Greece. VEBO did not even receive a reply to this email. 

Immediately before the elections in Greece, VEBO project leaders flew to Athens on 3 June 2019 to 
seek a solution with the current Secretary General of the Greek Ministry of Justice. In the process, 
we were made aware of the NGO ARSIS (Organisation for the Social Support of Youth) in 
Thessaloniki, which, in addition to migration work, is also active in projects for the welfare of 
prisoners and released persons.  

In order to increase the chances of implementing the project even after the expected change of 
power, the VEBO representatives also met the chief officials of the Ministry of Justice who were 
interested in the project. In all likelihood, they would still hold their posts after the elections and 
should be the future contact persons.  

The conservative Nea Dimokratia then actually won the elections of 7th of July 2020 and all previous 
contact persons had to give up their positions.  

In a further contact with the Chief Officers at the end of 2019, a meeting as of spring 2020 was 
considered, which unfortunately is not feasible in times of the pandemic.  

 

Compass - Socio-educational Centre in Tbilisi (Tbilisi) - Georgia 

After the project start in September 2018, the specification and the elaboration of the detailed 
designs according to the operational concept began.  

According to the schedule, the renovations work was to start in January 2019. The operating permit 
for the Social Education Centre was delayed, so that the reconstruction or renovation of the property 
could only begin in June 2019. In order to have enough money to run the centre despite the delay, 
the centre director Lali Cercvadze decided to temporarily suspend the salaries for herself and her 
two social workers. 

The operating licence was granted at the end of June 2019. The renovation could start in July 2019. 
The renovation lasted during the summer months of 2019 until the end of August. The works were 
finished on 2 September 2019. In September 2019, the contracts for the placement of young people 
could be signed with the two ministries of Corrections and Social Welfare. The recruitment of staff 
went according to the plan until the opening. 

On Tuesday, 15 October 2019, the opening ceremony for the Social Pedagogical Centre Tbilisi took 
place. Present were the Swiss Ambassador, the responsible staff from the Ministries of Education, 
Social Affairs and Corrections, UNICEF staff, the head of the partner organisation Divine Child 
Foundation, Georgia Gilbert L. Jullien, the project supervisors of VEBO, Peter Gründler and Herbert 
Müller, as well as other invited guests. 

On 24 October 2019, the first 17-year-old juvenile was admitted to the programme. He is still 
participating in the programme today. The occupancy rate of the centre increased continuously in 
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the following months. In February 2020, the centre was already fully occupied with 12 juveniles. 
Due to the good demand, the capacity of the centre is to be slowly increased to 18 adolescents. 

The services offered by the Social Education Centre are highly individualised, as described in the 
concept. It is intended to support the individual juvenile according to their personal needs and, in 
particular, to help them catch up on their regular school-leaving qualifications and/or find a job. 

 

Freedom is my house - social reintegration of offenders in Moldova 

The project funding through the Lottery Fund was approved by the cantonal government in 
November. To the regret of the project partners, only about 80% of the requested contribution was 
approved. This is due to the new regulations introduced in spring 2019. In the past, it was possible 
for unused funds from the domestic aid and development cooperation funds to be used for the 
other project area. In addition, the total amount of project funds was reduced. Unfortunately, it 
was also not possible to approve a project monitoring system prepared by the University of Applied 
Sciences in Zurich, as the lottery fund cannot support such monitoring activities according to the 
regulations.  

In general, our project partner GRADO from Romania will adapt and implement learning pro-
grammes for the purpose of relapse prevention, which have already been applied with considerable 
success in Romania. This will always be done with a view to improving the security of the population. 
The implementation should in particular be a contribution to the practical implementation of the 
still young legislation in the area of the prison system and probation services.  

In detail 

• Prison inmates in four prisons are to participate in recidivism prevention programmes 

• Prison staff (social workers, supervisors) should be trained in the concept that the reintegration 
of offenders begins as soon as they enter the correctional facility and that appropriate care and 
support should be provided throughout their imprisonment. 

• Preparatory work should be done outside the prisons to build up a network of private and public 
institutions that accompany offenders after their release. 

• NPO support services for inmates and ex-offenders are to be developed. 

Since the application cannot be financed to the desired extent, the first step was to define where 
savings could be made. Finally, VEBO and its project partner GRADO agreed that it would make the 
most sense to shorten the project duration by the same amount as the project contribution was 
reduced. The project will now last only two and a half years instead of three.  

As the official registration of the branch organisation in Moldova that will implement the project 
had not been completed by the end of 2019, the kick-off meeting was scheduled for May 2020. 
The Corona crisis is now further delaying the start of the project. It was agreed to reassess the 
situation in July with a view to starting the project. 

 

Networking 

CEP Congress in Tbilisi Georgia, 16-17 May 2019 

At the CEP Congress on "Implementing Community Service", Peter Gründler spoke about the 
projects that VEBO has accompanied and co-financed over the last 20 years. He also addressed the 
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representatives of numerous non-EU countries present and invited them to cooperate with VEBO. 
See  
https://www.cep-probation.org/presentations-conference-on-the-implementation-of-community-
sanctions-and-measures-in-eurasia-now-available/  

 

External evaluation of the security sector in the context of the Swiss enlargement 
contribution 

Still in 2018, VEBO was interviewed by the SDC about its experiences during the implementation of 
the project "FPSC - Recycling workshops for the implementation of community service", which was 
financed in the second phase through contributions from Switzerland's cohesion funds to Romania. 
In the survey, VEBO complained in particular about the lack of commitment on the part of the 
Romanian Ministry of Justice, which did not want to continue funding the facilities that had been 
built up over many years. The evaluation report states on page 13: 

The other project is Community Service. The Probation Directorate of the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) 
is highly supportive of the concept of community service workshops, and feedback from a member 
of the judiciary suggests the workshop in Bucharest is the only effective form of community service 
currently available in Romania. However, the MoJ has withdrawn its commitment to provide funding 
for community service workshops when Swiss funding expires.37 Swiss partners (e.g. VEBO) stress 
the importance of establishing a strong project basis and clear requirements to be fulfilled by partner 
institutions prior to the activities. (Evaluation Report, Swiss Contribution Thematic Fund 'Security', 
Romania, p. 13) 

EPEA - European Prison Education Association 

President Thomas Wüthrich was elected to the EPEA Steering Committee in November 2019. As 
Regional Representative Central Region, he is responsible for the German-speaking countries and 
their neighbours from Poland to Slovenia.   
https://www.epea.org/epea/steering-committee/  

 

Uster, 7th of June 2020 

 

Thomas Wüthrich  
President 


