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Chapter 1:

Psychology of being a volunteer

On a subconscious level, the very fact that no two people see, smell, hear, taste, and feel things in the same way means that your experience will be different from every other Volunteer. 

Take into account the huge range of possible conscious/external experiences offered in a country like Romania: villages of a few thousand people to cities of a few hundred thousand, towns with no hot water at times to towns with deluxe supermarkets, towns with no internet availability to towns with cable internet, towns that will shower a Volunteer with appreciation to towns that have neither the time nor resources to make you feel welcome. Such variables, added to the fact that we all interpret things uniquely, lead to one central truth: there is no one formula to predict how your time as a volunteer will turn out. That may be a little unsettling. But it need not be. Rather, this simply highlights a pivotal feature of volunteer life: psychology is an essential aspect of being a Volunteer. 

Before you arrive in Romania, the crucial question of what to expect will surely surface. Am I going to be an effective Volunteer? Will I be able to learn the language? What will my living conditions be like? Will I get along with my colleagues? Will the food taste good? How will living in a foreign country affect my relationships with friends and family back home?

All of us have different backgrounds. Volunteers are as diverse as any group of people in the world. From age, race, and religion, to professional experience, hobbies, and personal histories, all Volunteers arrive in Romania with a unique inner framework with which they interpret the world around them. You don’t need a psych degree to know that. Yet oftentimes, Volunteers fail to realize that who and how they were when arriving in country has a significant impact on what new experiences they attempt to face, how they react during those situations, and ultimately, where they go following those encounters.

What were your first thoughts about Romania? What resources did you use to acquire information about Romania? What feelings crossed your mind when you told people you were going to work and live in Romania? Why are Volunteers in Romania? What is most frustrating about this country? What aspects of Romania are strikingly similar to or different from your home country? What words come to mind when you think of the word “Volunteer”? What images do you see of yourself working at site in Romania? What desires led you to become a Volunteer? Who influenced/convinced you to become a Volunteer? What feelings cross your mind when you tell people that you are a Volunteer?

It would be foolish to say that Volunteers sign up for service, with its sacrifice, hardship, and great frustration, without the desire to do some good in the world. In many ways, such desires are very useful in motivating you, sparking your creativity and resourcefulness and helping you stay afloat when things grow turbulent. Yet it is quite easy to get caught up in a “save the world” mentality. Sometimes, Volunteers put too much emphasis on what they “need” to accomplish in order to be a successful Volunteer.
How you feel personally will have the greatest influence on your ability to achieve your goals. The thing that will largely determine how you feel is how you interpret each experience during your service. Yet what influences your interpretations? Prior beliefs and assumptions have an impact, but so do current expectations of yourself, your site, and many other things. For all you logical types, this relationship can be expressed in this way:
Prior beliefs/assumptions + current expectations

==> interpretations of current experiences

==>new beliefs/assumptions + new expectations

==> interpretations of future experiences

This cycle continues endlessly.
It is imperative to become aware of your expectations, as well as keep ongoing tabs on them throughout your two years of service. To help you bring your initial expectations to the surface, ask yourself the following questions: Why are you here? What do you hope to do? What do you think you’ll be able to do?
Will the volunteer experience change you? If this experience changes you, in what way will it do so? What do you hope to get from this? What do you expect from your colleagues, site, Counterparts, and family and friends back home?

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. The more you consider each of these and other similar questions, the more you’ll grow aware of your assumptions and expectations, in turn increasing your ability to better interpret your experiences.
Naturally, all Volunteers will bring a distinct set of assumptions and expectations to their service. Understanding this fact, analyzing what your own assumptions and expectations are, and relating them to your experiences in Romania are all processes easily overlooked yet essential to your productivity as a Volunteer. Didn’t expect that, did you?
Have your expectations, and try to make this experience everything you hoped it would be. But include among them stress, doubt, envy and depression. They’re part of any adventure. Remember to leave your need for control back home. Expecting to get exactly what you want in this experience is absurd and completely missing the point. Finally, if you don’t have a sense of humor, get one. Knowing the great story you’re getting out of them will make your lousy days worthwhile.

Chapter 2:
Coping With Your Emotions
Any way you slice it, your service as a volunteer will be a demanding and challenging period of your life. Stress will be a constant part of your new social and cultural environment, and being aware of it will be vital to your well-being and productivity as a Volunteer. As you undergo inevitable pressures of living and working under circumstances very different from what you’re used to, keeping tabs on your emotional status will help. Now you don’t need to break out the Kleenex, but emotions are what this chapter is all about.

Though no two volunteers bring the same emotional baggage to their volunteer experience, all volunteers face surprisingly similar emotional reactions at one point or another during their service. Knowing what to expect emotionally may help you ride out the high and lows of volunteer life.

Isolation

To be alone, or not to be alone: that is the (new) question. People often think of isolation as a problem only for those who live in a small village with nothing more than a cow and a punga (plastic shopping bag) for company. This does occur, and may represent one end of the isolation spectrum.

The “Fishbowl Effect” 

How many of you like to swim? Well, get ready. The moment you walk off the plane in Bucharest, you will probably begin to notice both obvious and subtle differences between life here and life back home that will make you feel like a fish swimming in a fishbowl as your new Romanian neighbors stare at you through the glass. From the subtle ways in which you walk and dress, to the more apparent lack of the Romanian accent you’re struggling to improve, you undoubtedly stand out. There are, of course, many ways in which you can and should try to fit in. The quicker you tackle these differences, the sooner you will begin to integrate into the community. Yet despite these efforts, there will be many a time when you catch your neighbors staring at you or people nearby whispering about you as you pass by, when all you want is to be left alone.

This may not seem like such a difficult challenge to overcome. But keep in mind how the “Fishbowl Effect” will seem on that day when you simply want to walk to the market to buy some food without any attention or problems. This is after a morning when your bathroom sink exploded and flooded your apartment, you and your Counterpart had a huge fight because of a difference of opinion about how to complete a program that is already way behind schedule, your stomach is on pins and needles because of bad milk you drank the night before, and you found out your best friend will not be able to fly out to visit you during Christmas break. These are the days when the feeling of living in a fishbowl can be overwhelming.

Guilt

There are two kinds of guilt you may feel as a Volunteer in Romania.

One is the kind volunteers encounter all around the world - we in Western societies have so much we take for granted, while so many people have so little. Each person who feels this has to find his or her own way to deal with it.

The other is more specific to volunteers in Romania.  While we have access to many modern amenities, this should not be seen as “diluting” the volunteer experience in Romania. Many of the challenges we face here are universal to volunteers around the world. We all have to deal with corruption, poverty, unchanging behavior, unyielding attitudes, loneliness, frustration, and a whole host of other challenges. While volunteers in one part of the world may encounter happy and easygoing people in a country drowning in poverty, others may face rampant pessimism and negativity in a more developed country. Just because we can go to McDonald’s does not make this experience any less “authentic” or “real.” We came (mostly) to help people, no matter where they are or what they have. We also came to experience a different culture and people. Look around. Romania and Romanians ARE different, and there can be a lot of fun and adventure in that discovery.

General Frustrations 

From trying to conquer the Romanian letter â, to a lack of food at your nearest grocery store, the day-to-day frustrations of volunteer life can (and at some point will) drive you crazy. There will be long waits at the post office, or one day your organization’s single printer may malfunction when you desperately need to make copies. There will be small setbacks like students dropping out of your newspaper club, or big ones, like a local sponsor backing out on a donation of a large sum of money. There are too many possibilities to describe them all. But wait. Before getting too bummed, think about it: a lot of these things can happen back home. It’s not that the frustrations you’ll experience here are all unique to Romania; they might be just the same as what you’d experience at home. But you’re not home; you’re miles from home and you’re on your own. You’re in an unfamiliar environment, where all the givens are new or unknown, and that makes any setback or frustration seem a whole lot worse. So keep in mind that from time to time you may feel annoyed, sad, or disappointed with Romania, a little or a lot. But remember that it’s not just Romania – it’s life. And you’ve got to admit it’s a lot more interesting to be frustrated in Targu Jiu than at home! 

Cultural Frustrations

Just when you thought you overcame the final hurdle of isolation and the “Fishbowl Effect,” or experienced every other general frustration, Romania and its many cultural differences show up to challenge you. From the point of view of many western volunteers, some of the more aggravating aspects of Romanian culture include animal abuse, gender and racial discrimination, pessimism, corruption, and a lack of communication and punctuality. 

Feelings Of Jealousy

Though this might be the last emotion you thought you’d ever have as a volunteer, it may arise. Because of the huge disparity in experience from one Romanian town to another, you may find yourself in a site with hot water only a few hours a day, one restaurant and market to shop at, and no one who speaks English anywhere for miles around. Meanwhile, one of your friends might be enjoying a site with everything: for example, they may not have to pay for utilities, might have a washing machine and/or a microwave and have access to cable internet in their apartment, and may enjoy movie theaters and cool clubs and bars nearby. We are not saying you WILL be jealous of other volunteers, but be aware the emotion may cross your mind.

Feelings Of Pessimism/Apathy 

As you face the numerous hurdles and challenges encountered by volunteers, coupled with the relentless pessimistic mentality of Romania, you may find yourself becoming pessimistic and apathetic towards your site, colleagues, and job as well. Frustration, setbacks, and challenges are indeed part of the volunteer job description. At the same time, there is only so much “crap” someone can take at any given moment. It is vital to realize that pessimism and apathy may begin to darken your opinion of life as a volunteer. That is why you have vacation days & time to “chill” & recharge your batteries.

Feelings Of Depression 

Over time, depressive thoughts and an overall depressed state of mind may arise. For some volunteers, this may occur during your initial weeks at site, when homesickness begins to set in or news from home brings you down. Typically, all volunteers hit their lowest point 6-9 months into their service, when the touristy stage of being a volunteer and the novelty at site wears off. Everyone goes through it. When such emotions arise, find help in whatever way best suits you. From talking to fellow volunteers to partaking in personal hobbies and other interests, knowing how you can best respond to depressive emotions during volunteer service is essential to being an effective volunteer.

Whether you’ve read or heard about culture shock before, it is definitely worth addressing again, now that you’re actually standing (or sitting, depending on your reading style) in Romania, as culture shock will likely cross paths with you at some point during your service.

The effects of culture shock are usually not apparent at this point in your volunteer experience, as you’re likely more focused on Romania’s unique landscape, its distinct culture, and of course, studying your fruit and vegetable vocabulary in language class. At some point in the future, when it begins to sink in that your return flight won’t be for a long time, this will change. For a number of you, this realization may take some weeks; for others, especially if many difficulties and frustrations are encountered early on, it may be felt right away. The feelings accompanying culture shock may last for a few weeks, or a few months, depending on the individual, the kinds of situations experienced, and the support and assistance you can find. The good news is almost all volunteers recover from culture shock.

At first glance, you may be thinking, “What the heck are these people talking about?” After all, you just purchased a flashy new mobile phone in a brand spanking new department store located next to a new high-rise bank building, where you’re currently waiting for a taxi to take you to Romania’s huge Costco-like Metro to buy Heinz ketchup and other foods you commonly ate. So much for culture shock and the toughest job you’ll ever love, right? Wrong. On some levels, culture shock in Romania may differ from the culture shock experienced by volunteers serving in regions like South America or Africa, especially if you’re located in one of Romania’s larger cities, like Brasov, where life at first glance seems quite similar to life in the western world. Yet, waiting below the surface of the Metro and department store is a society mired by pessimism and by the corruption often considered to be the country’s greatest impediment, all of which will likely fuel an episode (or two or three) of culture shock down the road.

Initially, most volunteers feel a general sense of culture shock, or more accurately, culture “shake,” simply being in a new setting. Shock may be too strong a word at this stage. As the novelty wears off, this sensation may become more alarming.

Yet, the very fact that Romania seems more similar than expected to life in the west compared to other volunteers’ countries, but possesses underlying forces quite different from what westernized people are accustomed to, can lead to an extended sense of culture shock. This secondary case of culture shock may seem more like a general frustration and lack of understanding than shock itself. Keep this in mind as you progress through your first few months of service.

Difficulty catching some Zs at night, cringing at the site of a snitel sandwich

(or any other food for that matter), lethargy: signs of culture shock can be physical or psychological. Physical signs include sleep disturbances, menstrual problems, stomach ailments, and overeating or drinking, loss of appetite, pain with no organic cause, and lack of energy. And the symptoms may take you by surprise, especially if you are a person who is usually healthy.

Psychological signs include depression, groundless fears, irritability, and apathy -characteristics that you know are not part of your usual self. For those who have experienced these symptoms in the past, they may become worse than before, or recur when you thought you had them licked. As a result of culture shock, newly arrived volunteers may become withdrawn, and may feel lacking in confidence, acutely lonely, dependent, and/or very homesick. You may find yourself deciding to stay indoors most of the time, or you may develop a range of fears about the new culture, or feel irritated by and critical of your surroundings. But don’t fret just yet; help is on the way.

Since culture shock always seems to occur in some form, there are important ways in which you can prepare for it. If possible, begin familiarizing yourself with the new culture, thinking about some of the ways it will be different, and resisting any tendency to romanticize it. Be realistic about the limitations and frustrations you may experience.

Also, spend some time thinking about the notion of culture, and the effect that your own culture has on you. In other words, what kind of a person are you in your own culture and how do you think different cultural givens and demands will affect you? This will help you learn from the inter-cultural experience on which you are embarking, and even more, to make the most of it. For example, if you are an impatient person, you may recognize that you will need to manage your tendency to be impatient more than ever before. If you have a short fuse, you will have to come to terms with a culture that frowns on open expressions of anger. You can greatly benefit from the challenge of coping with your own limitations in another culture, becoming a much better person for surviving and adapting to the challenge.

Top 10 Ways To Deal With Culture Shock

1. Remind yourself that what you are experiencing is normal. Many people believe there is a stigma associated with the difficulties in coping with change, and these difficulties should not be admitted. So the first step is to acknowledge your symptoms of culture shock, identifying them to yourself and to others.

2. Reassure yourself that the feelings will pass. Recognize that, more than anything else, you need to give yourself time to adjust.

3. Find things to do, even if you don’t really feel like it. Take a walk around town, play with a stray dog, strike up a conversation with a stranger, or hang out with a fellow volunteer. Most people find that getting out and meeting some people really does help.

4. Be honest about the fact that you need to be part of a supportive environment and go about finding the support you need – whether it’s people, activities, books, music, etc.

5. Find someone you can talk to, and with whom you can “blow off steam.” Tell someone how you feel rather than pretending everything is fine.

6. At the same time, if you feel negative and even hostile to the differences you experience every day, try focusing on things you admire in people and culture. Seek a positive view.

7. Learn the language. This is a good way to learn about the culture and it will give you some of the skills you need to feel less frustrated with the cultural differences.

8. Learn what you can about the geography, history, politics, and economic systems of the country. Read some novels to give you a feel for Romania.

9. Try to be tolerant and open to all that is new. Remind yourself to suspend judgment until you learn more about the culture.

10. Realize adjusting to the culture of Romania is a challenging task. Although it will involve some hard days and some setbacks, making the adjustment is well worth the effort. It will mean your stay in Romania will be happier, richer and more fulfilling. You will gain the invaluable benefit of realizing the validity of another nation’s cultural values and, in so doing, gain a better understanding of yourself and your relationship to other people in general. Not bad, eh?

There are numerous ways in which you can overcome difficult moments. Here are a few methods, in no particular order.

Find A Support Base

Often, when troubles arise, just having someone you can call provides enough comfort to get through many problems. The ideal support base in Romania will be other volunteers. They are experiencing the same emotions and challenges as you and, as a result, can understand your point of view better than anyone else. Another great support base can be found in Romanian friends in your town. They can help you see things from a Romanian perspective, which may get to the root of some problems. 

Find Distractions

Have you ever heard the advice that it’s better to address problems after your emotions have settled down? The same applies to addressing problems as a volunteer. Often, distracting yourself can help you step back to re-evaluate the problem and find the best solution. Go see a movie, take a long hike in the mountains, play football with colleagues and friends, write a haiku about maxi-taxis – whatever floats your barca (boat). Planning ahead for “depressed days” is a good idea. It’s helpful to have some ideas of things to do (e.g. go running, take a bubble bath, write a letter, go shopping) before you hit your emotional lows. Sometimes when you feel like nothing is working and nothing will ever improve, it’s hard to think of anything that might help you feel better or get your mind off your present situation.

Get Away From Site

Sometimes enough is enough. Friends and distractions just might not cut it. It may be the perfect time to take a trip away from site. Traveling helps remind you that you are in a novel situation, with amazing experiences waiting around the corner regardless of where you are or how long you’ve been there. Sometimes, getting away is the best reminder of what you have at site.

Maintain Contact With Your Home Country

As a volunteer you may find yourself getting so caught up in the day-to-day issues at site that you forget about life continuing at home. In general, maintaining contact with friends and family is important, but it can be especially helpful when times get tough. Your family and old friends know you well, and they can help you see the big picture. So send “snail” mail, photographs, and e-mails, and be sure to talk on the phone. There are cheap international calling cards you can purchase depending on the town you live in.

Keep A Journal

It’s surprising how many volunteers begin to keep a journal once they arrive in Romania. It’s a great way to record your experiences. More importantly, when times get tough, rummaging through old journal entries can help you see the many problems you’ve already overcome in the past, which can provide a great source of inspiration to deal with your current situation.

Learn To Accept When You Can’t Chang Things 

Despite your every effort, there are going to be situations and circumstances beyond your control. Sometimes problems will arise simply from the fact that Romanians do things one way and you approach the same things in an entirely different way. One-way may not be better than the other. Realizing when you can and can’t change things will help you keep your sanity during your service.

Remember You Are Not Alone

No matter how isolated you and your town may be, remember you are not alone. It is easy for Volunteers to assume, “I’m the only one going through this problem.” Emotions are often exaggerated because of not knowing what other volunteers are feeling or experiencing. Despite what you might think, other volunteers all go through similar experiences as you. Use them as a resource. Your colleagues may have already addressed your particular problem. They may have made mistakes you can avoid, or they may have found easier solutions than you would have expected. At the same time, you may be living in a site where there were previous volunteers. Always keep in mind there are other volunteers, staff, and Romanians in general who want nothing more than for you to feel safe, happy, and healthy.

As we’ve stressed over the last few pages, one thing is certain: there are going to be times when the weather turns bad and things get rough for you during your volunteer service. Your first instinct may be to run to the phone and ask someone for help. But keep in mind that the best part of the volunteer experience is self-exploration and discovery.

Despite the numerous challenging emotions you will undoubtedly face at one point or another during your volunteer service, keep in mind there are that many more amazing, inspirational, and out-of-this-world emotions in store for you as well. The thing that makes volunteer service so amazing is the full range of emotional experiences it offers to each and every volunteer and the satisfaction derived from being able to cope with them. You will have to overcome the lowest of the lows, but you will also have the fortunate chance of experiencing the best of the best. Keep this in mind every step along the way.

Chapter 3:

The Volunteer Cycle Of Vulnerability And Adjustment

Whether you are a Volunteer serving on a tropical island in the Caribbean, a small village along the equator in Africa, or a town that’s a long caruta (horse and carriage) ride away from Bucharest, numerous shared experiences and challenges are faced by Volunteers wherever they serve. Despite many differences from city to city within Romania, it has been found that nearly every

Volunteer follows what is called the “Volunteer Cycle of Vulnerability and Adjustment.” In layman’s terms, all Volunteers, regardless of where they are stationed, experience similar periods of highs and lows at specific points during their two years of service. That’s what this chapter is all about. Below is a description of the Cycle of Vulnerability and Adjustment.

Honeymoon Stage

When you first arrive in country, everything is new and stimulating. From the bunicas to the Dacias (Romania’s car of choice), life is generally quite exciting, and you may find yourself thinking Volunteer service will be a breeze. But as with marriage, the honeymoon must and will come to an end.

Mixed Culture Shock Stage

This is a time of increasing vulnerability with minor periods of adjustment. The novelty begins to wear off as you realize you are not just a tourist visiting for a week-long vacation. It becomes clear you are here to integrate into the community and take on great responsibility. The latter part of this phase marks the beginning of one of the most vulnerable periods for all Volunteers.

Working At Your Site Stage

At this time, Volunteers often question what impact they can have in a country in need of so much help, while generally feeling homesick, anxious, lonely, and afraid. Many contemplate early termination of service. In fact, the greatest percentage of Volunteers worldwide who terminate early do so during this challenging period.

It is nearly impossible to accurately assess the true impact of your service until well into your service, and even then, the best assessment of your service will come after you can step back from your experience after you return home. So don’t fret. Know to expect this challenging phase, and you’ll find this period will end as quickly as it began.

First Adjustment Stage

This period marks a general adjustment to life at site. By this time, a few months have passed since those first lonely days in your apartment when you barely knew anyone at your site. After a short period of time, you’ve probably managed to develop a handful of decent friendships with colleagues and some other folks in town. You’ve also probably developed a weekly routine, and have begun thinking about and establishing community projects that will keep you busy and focused.


Close Of Service Fear Stage

This marks the final period of vulnerability as a Volunteer. Your Close of Service and return to your country are rapidly approaching. Questions about what life will be like, how you’re going to find a job, if seeing friends and family after so long will seem awkward, and whether it was all worth it pass through your mind. Suddenly, you become more aware of the “big picture.” This period is especially difficult, as you begin separating yourself from life as a Volunteer in Romania. After a year of trying to integrate, you face the opposite task of stepping away from daily encounters with carutas, piatas (markets), and most important, Romanian friends. This can be some of the most emotionally confusing ones of your service as you try to say goodbye to your Romanian friends, give your last class, and try to imagine what your life may be like when you get back home. Just remember this is merely another part of the volunteer adventure.

By knowing the ups and downs of the Cycle of Vulnerability and Adjustment, you can take comfort in realizing you are not alone in your experience of these varied emotional and psychological states. When it seems life can’t get any worse at site, don’t think you’re the only Volunteer in the entire country feeling these emotions. On the other hand, when life seems like it can’t get any better, be forewarned that future troughs are in store for you! Such awareness will help you stay balanced and ride out the emotional and psychological roller-coaster ride known as volunteer service.

Chapter 4:

Romanian Language Study
In reality, depending on your work, colleagues, and friends, you may either find yourself using Romanian almost constantly – or hardly at all. Nevertheless, regardless of your situation and your personal goals, learning enough of the language to get around, do your shopping, and order an apa plata (flat water) at the end of the day will be essential to your well-being. And for you ambitious volunteers, becoming proficient in the language over your service is certainly possible, and has its own rewards. 
* The thirty-five most commonly used verbs: To be able to, to begin, to board, to buy, to close, to come, to die, to disembark, to do/make, to drink, to eat, to give, to go, to hear, to learn, to like, to live, to love, to open, to read, to receive, to see, to sell, to send, to show, to sit, to sleep, to stand, to study, to teach, to use, to wake up, to want, to work, to write. 

Learn the present and simple past conjugations of these verbs in all persons, and you’ll wow your teachers, friends and gazda with your conversation skills.
* Indirect and direct object pronouns: Do you want to “send this to Bob” or “send this Bob”? Getting a handle on the object pronouns that go along with those verbs you’re studying will go a long way to being understood.
* Prepositions: As in English, there are many prepositions expressing location, direction and manner in Romanian. Yet be careful about the important differences. For example, the word for “from” (din) in Romanian also sometimes takes on the meaning of the English “in.” The Romanian preposition la (at, in, to) is used a lot here; get accustomed to its usage.

* Nouns: Noun plurals and gender are some of the most complicated aspects of the language. But don’t get too caught up in the intricacies of noun endings at first. Believe us: if you can pronounce the noun itself, even if it’s in the wrong gender or number, you’ll probably be understood just fine. 

* Accent and stress: Don’t underestimate the importance of pronunciation! You could be the official Grammar Nerd of your language class, but if you don’t have that accent swing you ain’t got a thing. Especially troublesome are accented letters. No one will understand you if you pronounce fãrã (without) without the accented a’s, or if you ask for no paine instead of no pâine (bread). Where to put the syllabic stress in each word is equally important. The best thing is simply to get used to the way your language teacher and gazda say things, and imitate their speech

Gazda

Your host family happens to be pretty good at speaking Romanian; take advantage of them as your language teachers. Even if your host “sibling” or “child” speaks English fluently, your gazda will probably be more than willing to help you with any language questions you have, be it about prepositions, verb conjugations, or just slang. More importantly, make it a point to try to converse with your family in Romanian. Of course the going will be slow and painful at first, but practice makes perfect – and the more practice you get, the better you’ll become.

Study Cards

Each person has a different learning style, yet most volunteers find study cards to be useful learning tools. In particular, put those thirty-five common verbs, object pronouns, and prepositions onto separate flash cards, with the Romanian words on one side and English translations on the reverse. Other words and useful phrases can be added later, especially if they come up often in everyday speech. Once you’ve collected some cards, carry them around with you to study during those otherwise “dead” times. When you’re sitting alone on the bus, waiting in line at the post office or train station, or sitting at home on a lazy Sunday afternoon, you can polish your Romanian skills instead of just vegging out. 

TV

How do you think all those Romanian youngsters learned their spoken English? Classes at school? No way! MTV, HBO, and Cartoon Network? Now you’re talking. But television in Romania is a two-way street. Since English broadcasts (and there are a lot) also display Romanian subtitles, you can use them as Romanian learning tools as well. Listening to Romanian broadcasts is also an excellent way to practice your listening skills and get used to Romanian pronunciation. As you’ll likely watch a lot of TV with your gazda, it’s an excellent way to kill two birds with one stone – and to get in touch with Romanian news and pop culture in the process.

Your Environment 

You’ve probably noticed that you’re in Romania. All around you, you’ll hear Romanian being spoken, see Romanian written on signs and billboards, and be forced to use Romanian yourself when buying that bottle of shampoo. Keep your eyes and ears open as you go about your daily routine, and you’ll find yourself picking up new words and phrases faster than you can say repede. Keep in mind, however, that as in all things, maintaining balance is important. If you find yourself feverishly flipping through your study cards at 2 AM Sunday night in preparation for tomorrow morning’s class, or obsessively filling notebooks with obscure vocabulary from Romanian cooking shows, you might be going a little far. Intense stress and overwork will do very little for your language progress, to say little of your health. Slow and steady wins the race – or at least the spelling bee.
Whether your second language or your twenty-second, your progress in Romanian during your volunteer time will be integral to making you feel comfortable and productive in your new environment. Language study in and out of the classroom can be work, to be sure. But as communication is all about people, it can be fun as well. So grab your flash cards and break a leg– or for you Romanian connoisseurs, succes!
Chapter 5:

Phones, Internet and Mail

If you’re one of those people who consider cell phones to be a plague upon society and were looking forward to the peace and quiet that volunteer life would afford you, I’m sorry to say you’re in for a time. It won’t take you long after stepping off the plane to notice that if there’s one thing Romania has a lot of, it’s phones. Home phones, cell phones, pay phones… you name it. The phone system in Romania is quite modern. Even the most remote villages have access to landline and cell service, and reception is generally stable. The major problem Romanians (and volunteers) face is the cost.

Area Codes And International Dialing Codes
Romanian phone numbers consist of a four-digit area code (which differs from town to town for landline networks and from company to company for cell networks) and a six-digit local number. The one exception is Bucharest, which has the area code “021.” All area codes begin with “02.” If you are calling from a cell phone to a landline or vice versa, you must dial the area code (0 + 3 digits). If you are calling landline to landline in the same area code, you can drop the area code. However, for calls from cell phone to cell phone, regardless of the “area code,” you must dial all 10 digits.

When making a direct international call from Romania, use the “IDD” (International Direct Dialing) Prefix “00” followed by the Country Code of the nation you are calling and the local number. So when you have to “phone home,” you will dial 00 + (Country Code) + area code + phone number.

When making an international call to Romania, dial the country of origin’s IDD

Prefix followed by Romania’s Country Code (“40”) and the local number (again leaving out the first “0” of the area code). When your family calls from home just to say “Hello” they should dial 011 (IDD) + 40 (Country Code for Romania) + your Romanian phone number without the first 0. (For example: your cell number starts with 0742, so your family would only dial 742. Again, if your landline number is 02##, they would drop the first 0 and dial 2## + your six digit number.)
Virtually every volunteer in Romania uses a cell phone, both for keeping in touch with friends and for security reasons. But whether you’re a veteran cell phone junkie or a mobile newbie, there are a few things you’ll need to know before you start beeping and messaging Romania style.
Orange, Connex, and Zapp

There are three main choices for cell phone service in this country: Orange, Connex, and Zapp. Orange (with numbers beginning with 074) and Connex (using numbers beginning with 072) are the more established of the three companies, and offer similar deals. You’ll probably find that Orange is more popular among both Romanians and fellow volunteers in most areas, and in general offers the best nationwide coverage, especially in remote areas. Connex is in second place, while Zapp (using numbers beginning with 078) is a relatively new company, and is not very popular so far because their network is not as widely developed and therefore suffers from plenty of connection problems. All three companies offer a variety of services like “Favorite Numbers” or internet connection through a special kind of cell phone. 

The Infamous “Beep”

Can’t quite figure out why people keep calling you and then hanging up before you can answer? Wondering what everyone means when they say they’ll “give you a beep”? Don’t sweat it. You’re not crazy. Because talking on cell phones here is so expensive, they have devised an ingenious and completely free means of communication, otherwise known as the “beep” (bip in Romanian). A beep is a call that’s placed from one phone (usually a cell phone) to another and is terminated before the receiving party can answer. If you have the number of the caller already programmed in your phone book, his/her name will show up in your cell phone screen when you are beeped. If not, you’ll only have the number and you’ll have to guess who is beeping you and why. Beeps are usually pre-arranged and can be used in several situations.

· Arrival and departure beeps: If you’re meeting someone somewhere and wish to inform him/her of your presence, you can say, “I’ll give you a beep when I get there.”

· Decision beeps: If you and a friend are discussing plans for later, and you’re not quite sure what you’re doing yet, you can say, “I’ll give you a beep if I decide to go.”
· The “I’m thinking about you” beep: This is, by far, the beep least understood. Sometimes someone will beep you because they just want to say “hi,” and the question follows, “do I need to beep them back?” You can and probably should, but be forewarned: some people go beep crazy, and this may lead to a no-holds barred beep-fest.
Text Messages: “SMS Me, Baby!”

SMSs, or text messages, are probably going to be your most common mode of cell phone communication. They’re cheap (for example, using Orange, current costs are at 7 cents to ANY phone in Romania and 15 cents to mobile phones elsewhere in Europe,) and allow adequate space to transmit a substantial amount of information, and give you something to do on cross-country train rides.

Costs

How much you choose to spend on your cell phone and subsequent talking time is up to you. You have a couple of options.

· Pre-Pay

If you opt for a pre-pay system, you’ll have to put the money for the phone down in full. This will cost you anywhere from 200 to 1200 lei, depending on what kind of features you’re looking for. However, phones in the lower price range will have text messaging capability and sometimes even polyphonic rings. Also, if you know of someone who is buying a new phone, see if you can buy their old one from them and you only need to get the SIM card from a dealer. It’s fairly common. Just be sure to check what network (Orange, Connex or Zapp) the phone you are purchasing is on. Both Orange and Connex phones can be “deprogrammed” (for a fee) to be used for the other network. Zapp uses different technology than the other two so this phone will only work on the Zapp network.

Along with the phone, you’ll need to buy pre-pay cards from time to time to recharge your minutes. These usually come in increments of about $5, $10, $15, $25, and $30. (It’s sometimes worth looking around to see who has the best price on these cards. While the value may be $5, different chioscs (kiosk stores) and magazins (stores) may charge slightly different prices.) Pre-pay is probably best suited to the frequent text-messager. If you don’t go overboard, a $5 (15 lei) card will probably last you about three to four weeks. Pre-pay cards are easy to use. You simply scratch off the code on the back of the plastic card you just purchased and follow the instructions printed (in English and Romanian) on the card.

Pay phones require a little thing called the “calling card.” Many local shops sell these cards, including the post office. However, just like with the other phone systems in Romania, calling cell phones and long distance will quickly eat your credit.

Depending on how much of an e-mail junkie you are, the internet will probably prove to be your best means of communication. It’s cheaper than phones, and few volunteers will have problems establishing some sort of regular connection. Internet cafés are one of your options for logging on. Don’t let the name fool you. Few internet cafés will actually be cafés. Instead, what you’ll probably find are row upon row of computers being used by row upon row of Romanian kids. Internet cafés are big business here, and can be found in big cities and little villages alike; it could turn out that your newfound connection to the outside world is also your town’s local hangout.

Where To Go

Some cafés are fine establishments, living up to their title by serving beverages as well as providing a clean, well-regulated environment. These places are usually frequented by a wide range of customers and might run you a little more. There may be some cafés, however, whose clientele is made up entirely of boys aged 8 to 16 who curse like sailors and who probably spend more time in front of the computer screen than a NASA programmer. If you live in a slightly smaller town, your choice of internet cafés could be limited to one of these slightly shady holes in the wall with dim lighting and enough cigarette smoke to send even the healthiest person to the emergency room with an asthma attack. However, if you live in a larger town, there will probably be several to choose from. Ask around to see which one is the safest, cleanest, and, most importantly, plays the most kickin’ music. Also look for a café where they have Word or other programs you might need and where the staff will allow you to use your own disk. (Be sure to always check for viruses when you use a disk that has been used at the internet café in your own or a friend’s computer.)

Price And Usage

Most internet cafés will range between 1 and 2 lei per hour, depending on how nice they are. Some will require you to pay in advance; you will purchase (for example) an hour or a half an hour of usage time when you first come in. Your time remaining may be posted somewhere on your screen, or a staff member may simply tell you when your time is up. Just be careful: if you only have a few minutes left and are working on an e-mail, be sure to save it. That way, when your time runs out and your computer locks you out, you won’t lose your work.

Saving And Printing

Most internet cafés will allow you to download and save pages and documents to a disc. If you do research there a lot, you’ll probably find that it’s good to keep one with you. Some cafés will even offer printing capabilities for a small fee. Just tell the café clerk on duty what you’d like to do, and once he finishes playing his computer game, he’ll probably be happy to oblige.

The Post Office

The post office in Romania works pretty much like the post office in western countries. They sell envelopes and postage as well as greeting cards, postcards, and pay phone cards. There will probably be anywhere from two to eight windows performing various services in your local post office, so take a look at the red and yellow signs above each one to figure out where to go. Also, if you order something on the internet and have it shipped to you here, the post office will hold it. Any time you receive something too big to fit in your mailbox, the posta will issue you a little slip telling you where and when you may pick it up. The main hall of the post office is also the place to go to send letters and small envelopes abroad. Simply buy an envelope (plic) and postage for the destination country. Then assemble your envelope, write the return and destination addresses on the front, and hand it to the clerk at the appropriate window. Be sure to indicate airmail by saying “par avion.” 

The Package Office

The vama (customs) can either be a very positive or somewhat frustrating experience. The vama is located at the main post office in the capital of your judet (county). There are a few days of the week - and a few specified hours each day – reserved for picking up and sending packages. When someone sends you a package, it’s taken to the vama, and an official notice is delivered with your regular mail with a date and time for pickup. Although it’s not absolutely required to pick up your package on the date and time written on the slip, it’s best to come on the day they suggest. If your package stays there more than a few days, the vama starts charging holding fees, which can add up fast.

Sending packages can be a somewhat involved process. As there are several relevant regulations that change from time to time (such as export taxes), it’s best to simply get help from a coworker when you wish to mail a package.

Once you arrive at the post office to pick up a package, you might encounter a long line. You might want to think about bringing a book or something else you can do while standing in line. When you get to the vama window or office at the posta you’ll need to give the clerk your package notice, money for duty fees (about 2 lei, give or take 1 for weight – although sometimes this money is collected later), and your pasaport or legitimatie. They’ll find your papers, have you sign, and issue you a receipt. You’ll then make your way to a door or another window. If there aren’t any identifying markers to let you know where to pick up your package once you have your receipt you can usually follow everyone else to another line. If you’re lucky enough to encounter a line-free vama, search around. Vamas aren’t usually that big, so you shouldn’t have too many options. If someone doesn’t come to meet you within a few minutes of your departure from the window, give a little knock, and a vama clerk will open up and invite you in to watch him rifle through your package. Expect this. Technically, they aren’t supposed to open your package until you are present, but there can be exceptions. If this becomes a problem (because things are missing), you can try to get a coworker to accompany you the next time you go to pick up a package. Just having a Romanian on hand to explain to the vama clerk that you know the “rules” can suffice to stop that particular early intrusion. Still, don’t be surprised if upon opening your box with you standing there, they begin to announce the contents to all and sundry. Officially, they’re probably on the lookout for bombs, drugs, or something else of a dubious nature, but many a vama clerk will find such things as magazines, trail mix, and tampons quite interesting. Some words of advice: when people send packages, they are supposed to (and should) list the contents. While there is really nothing you can do if something is missing, you’ll at least know what you didn’t get. However, if there are valuable items, have the folks sending you the package be careful about how they state the contents. For instance, a GPS is best (honestly) disguised by listing it by its brand name rather than its actual use. This way you aren’t announcing the valuable contents to everyone between home and the local vama. 

Chapter 6:

Traveling in Romania

The mode in which you choose to travel will depend on many factors such as cost, safety, convenience and time of year. Read on, and you can decide for yourself whether your travel needs require a sleeping compartment on an express train or a horse-drawn caruta.

To ride a city bus (autobuz), you will first need to purchase either a ticket (bilet) or a monthly subscription (abonament) from the little kiosks located at most bus stops. There are two types of local bus tickets. Some cities sell single-use tickets that you punch once on board the bus and then throw away. Others, such as Brasov, have double-ended tickets.

These tickets can either be used by one person twice or by two people at the same time. Just remember to flip the ticket around for the second punch. As for abonaments, one-line, two-line, and all-line plans are available. You can also buy a one-day abonament, which allows travel on all bus and tramlines for a 24- hour period, although you might want to take a bathroom break from time to time. Bus and tram stops usually have a street sign with a picture of a bus and a list of the bus line numbers that stop there. You will also generally find a large mob gathered in the vicinity. Passengers are allowed to board the bus from any door without being checked for a ticket, but if you decide to take the risk of boarding without one, you’re looking at a 25 lei-plus fine if you are caught. Once on board, look around to see where other people are punching their tickets. The small metal puncher contraptions can be either square or round, and punch a series of holes in your ticket. On the newer, fancy buses, the ticket officer stamps the time and date on your newer, fancy ticket. If you haven’t punched your ticket, it’s about as good as a very small piece of toilet paper, so don’t forget! You will not see the ticket inspector every time you ride the bus, but when you do, you’ll know it. He or she might be in a uniform or in plain clothes, but will always have a badge, and will roam the bus asking everyone to show either an abonament or a bilet. If you do not have a ticket, you will be escorted off the bus. The inspector will either ask you to pay the fine (amenda) then or will issue you a ticket to pay a much higher fine later.

Taxi

Each city has its own barrage of privately owned taxi companies: the bigger the city, the bigger the barrage. In general, never get into a cab that does not display clearly marked rates (including both the initial “base” (pornire) and per kilometer rates) on the outside of the vehicle. Also, avoid taxis without meters (ceas). Unfortunately, even taking these precautions, there’s still the danger of being taken for a ride – both literally and figuratively. For example, the meter might flip faster than you can say “highway robbery,” so keep an eye on it to let your driver know you’re alert and savvy. Again, the cabbie may try to add a bogus “luggage fee” to your fare at the end of your trip. No matter how much baggage you have, such extra fees are illegal. Another trick has the driver gouge you or refuse your fare because the trip is too “short”; this isn’t kosher either. Finally, the old “drive around in circles and see if the foreigner notices” routine is taken straight from page 2 of the International Taxi Driver’s Handbook. It’s therefore a good idea to speak to other volunteers or friends in the cities you plan to visit beforehand in order to get the names of reputable cab companies and, if possible, their phone numbers. This may seem excessive now. But someday, you might find yourself in Ploiesti’s Gara de Vest, where hordes of rip-off artists wait patiently to drive you one kilometer and charge you rates for a trip to Moscow. Even in your own town it’s good to know the average price for common local trips. For instance, measure the cost of a trip from the vama back to your apartment when you’re carrying that huge box of goodies from home and the taxi driver (taximetrist) “forgets” to start the meter. An additional precaution volunteers can take is to ask the taxi driver for an estimation of what the trip will cost. (In romaneste: “Aproximativ, cât costa la ___ ?”) Honest drivers will have no problem giving you an approximation. This deters drivers from then hiking up the rates once you arrive at your destination. One last note about taxis: be sure to have smaller bills to pay the driver. If you offer 10 lei for a 5.20-lei ride, your driver may tell you he has no change. Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t. It’s easier to hand him 6 lei than to fight about his inability to make change. It’s not uncommon for you to round the fare up so the driver gets a little extra as a tip. The easiest way to handle this is to tell the driver how much change you want back. (For this 5.20-lei ride, if you give the driver 10 lei, ask for 4 lei in change.)

.

Reputable Bucharest Taxi Companies

Cris Taxi axi axi: 0744 449466 (Orange), 0723 389466 (Connnex), 9461 (in Bucharest)

Taxi axi Cobalcescu Cobalcescu: 0745 600945 (Orange), 0723 009451 (Connex), 9451 (in Bucharest)

Taxi axi Meridian Meridian: 0745 055095 (Orange), 0723 344433 (Connex), 9444 (in Bucharest)

Fly Taxi axi axi: 0788 512462 (Zapp), 9440 (in Bucharest).

Fly Taxi is currently the only company allowed to pick up passengers at Otopeni/Coanda airport and bring them into town.

Buses

Buses are generally the cheapest way to get from city to city and, especially in mountainous areas, serve many places trains don’t. Generally, an intercity bus ticket runs for about two-thirds the cost of an accelerat or rapid train ticket to the same destination. Moreover, buses are usually not significantly slower than rail options.

On the down side, intercity buses (singular autocar) are usually very old and have poor air conditioning and heating. This is especially a problem in winter, when you may need to soak your feet in a hot bowl of ciorba to maintain feeling in your toes. 

As with maxi-taxis (see below), figuring out intercity bus schedules and pick-up/drop-off spots can be a little tricky. If you live in a smaller town, you may become familiar with the comings and goings of the buses. There may be only one bus company serving your town, and the bus station (autogara) will probably be at or near the train station (simply referred to as the gara). If, however, you live in a larger city, there may be more than one bus station, more than one place to buy a ticket, and multiple bus companies to choose from. Whichever the case, bus stations will post current schedules (applicable for that station only) outside and/or in the waiting room of the station. For details on current prices and average trip durations, ask at the ticket counter or information desk (casa de bilete or informatie). Or, if you don’t trust your language skills or simply can’t find the right bus station for your needs, just ask a Romanian friend or colleague to help you out.

Tickets are either purchased at the station ticket counter beforehand or from the driver on board. The information desk officer will tell you what the situation is for your route. For popular destinations, it’s best to buy your ticket from the counter a day in advance, if possible. If you do, the driver will check your ticket as you board.

A smaller and (usually) slightly more comfortable and faster mode of transportation than traditional intercity autocar buses, the microbuz (affectionately known as the “maxi-taxi”) is the savvy volunteer’s mode of transportation of choice. You’ll see these white, yellow or blue minivans shuttling all over the country, the proud powerhouses of the open Romanian road. Maxi-taxi schedule and station procedures are basically the same as those for regular buses described above. As with buses, it’s still a good idea to ask a friend or colleague about the locations of maxi-taxi stops and stations (usually, these are simply found at the autogara) and about regional routes.

There are a couple of minor differences between buses and their smaller cousins, however. Unlike larger buses, maxi-taxis virtually always require riders to pay for their tickets on board, rather than in advance. Still, many companies do accept name reservations (rezervare) hours or days before the intended journey. A reservation may even be required for busy routes and times. It’s always safe to check about this beforehand. If a reservation is in fact necessary, give the staff member your name and desired time of departure and destination. Then show up at the station about half an hour before the reserved time, and an employee with a list of reservations (the dispecer) will check your name off the list, allowing you to board. If reservations are impossible to make, depending on the route and time, plan on showing up at the gara about an hour before your maxi-taxi is scheduled to depart. If you are not assertive in getting on the maxitaxi, you risk not getting a seat. You’ll find maxi-taxis will stop at a rest area or restaurant every two or three hours on long trips. Usually, these are simply places the maxi-taxi company or driver has a deal with, so the quality of available rest services varies widely. Additionally, some drivers will let you off wherever you ask to be dropped off along the route, while others will only stop at designated maxi-taxi stops.

Trains 

You’ll likely spend a lot of time riding the trains in Romania. Why not take a sneak peek now?

Types of Trains

There are four different “grades” of trains that ride the rails of Romania: personal,

accelerat, rapid, and intercity.

Personal

The personal is the cheapest way to travel long distances in Romania, and as a result attracts a crowd that, on first, second and third glance, would appear to be up to no good. Now, there is no direct correlation between socioeconomic status and up-to-no-goodness; many decent folks use the personal as their main mode of transportation. Still, be careful. Keep an eye on your stuff, don’t make eye contact with traveling salespeople, and don’t ride in the middle of the night. In general, keep your wits about you and use your best judgment. Oh, and avoid the bathroom, unless you were born without a nose.

The personal train stops at every single stop on the line, even at stops you didn’t think possible. If you’re only traveling a short distance, purchase a standing ticket (loc in picioare); it’s even cheaper. Either way, there are no assigned seats on a personal train – it’s strictly first come, first served. 

Accelerat

This train is the next step up from personal, and it’s not a very big step at that. It makes fewer stops than the personal, but is still pretty slow. Depending on the actual train, second class is pretty much like a personal with more walls, and first class is slightly cleaner and has more comfortable seats (i.e. spongy cloth instead of hard leather).

Rapid

While the name of the accelerat above might have suggested an accelerated velocity, there’s no mistaking the intention of the folks who named this baby. The rapid is better, stronger, faster, cleaner, nicer and just about any other good thing you can think of that ends in “er.” As with all trains, there is a first and second class; the second-class compartments are pretty nice, and the bathrooms aren’t half bad.

Intercity

The intercity (“IC”) is the granddaddy of all forms of Romanian transportation.

Once you ride the IC, you will never, ever, ever want to travel any other way. Sit back and take in the smartly dressed and attentive train attendants, big tables in each compartment, and sparkling clean bathrooms with Western toilets. What’s more, second-class IC tickets can be purchased for slightly more than those for second-class rapid or first-class accelerat. Unfortunately, IC trains don’t stop at every city on the train line, so if your destination is a smaller village you’re probably out of luck.

The Blue Arrow

(Sageata Albastra) is the newest train to hit the Romanian rails, and now travels between many cities. It is considered part of the IC train class, with restrooms of airline quality. If you have the bucks, go ahead and splurge. Just be sure that if you have a serious aversion to smoke, you ask for a seat in the non-smoking (nefumatori) section.

Purchasing Tickets

There are two places to purchase train tickets in Romania: the CFR (pronounced

“chey-fey-rey”) and the gara (train station). You can only purchase advance tickets, from about two weeks in advance until the day before the departure date, at the CFR. Meanwhile, the gara only offers same-day tickets, which are sold during the hour before your train’s scheduled departure. It’s a good idea to get to the gara at least a half hour before your train leaves if you haven’t purchased an advance ticket. Usually when you buy your ticket you will receive just one ticket. Yet sometimes when you go to purchase your ticket, you will notice the woman behind the counter keeps writing and punching and writing and punching. She’ll hand you two or perhaps three pieces of cardboard that look like cereal box tops, along with a piece of paper that is ripped where all the pertinent information seems to have been located. This pile of paper is your ticket. Do not throw anything away. When the conductor comes by, as will generally happen within fifteen minutes after your departure, just thrust the pile in his general direction and he’ll know what to do.

All seating information should be handwritten on the ticket(s). Look for the train car (vagon), compartment (compartiment) and seat (loc) numbers. (Remember these will not apply to personal trains, which don’t offer assigned seating). If you cannot translate any of the hieroglyphics, feel free to ask around. The platform conductors are very helpful, and have had years of experience reading those pesky tickets. It’s also a good idea to ask someone on the platform whether you are in the right place, as trains sometimes show up on different tracks. Also, you can look on the arrival-departure (sosiri-plecari) signboards posted in or outside the station, which list the platform (peron) number for each train. (As for station announcements, it’s virtually impossible for even a native speaker to understand the garbled nonsense that’s piped over the intercom system.) Once the train gets moving and the ticket checker has seen your ticket, you’re free to move about the train and take a seat in another compartment if you so desire. However, if you have a second-class ticket, don’t even think about sneaking over to that deluxe compartment in first class. There’s a hefty fine for crossing class boundaries on a train.

Beggars

Depending on the type of train you are on, throughout your entire trip you might see only one person going from compartment to compartment begging for money, or you may see upwards of thirty. Avoid eye contact, as it’s considered a sign you are interested in what they are saying and will make it difficult to get them to leave. It is also not a good idea to give out any money when you are trapped in a small room hurtling through space for an indeterminate amount of time. If you are perceived as the person who is giving away money, word will spread, and you may find a line forming outside your compartment door.

Vendors

You are likely to encounter many types of vendors on your train travels. On most trains, salespeople wander through the aisles announcing they have coffee, beer, soda and fresh fruit for sale. You may also encounter vendors who bring small items into your compartment and set them down for you to examine. They will come back in a few minutes to collect the items, as well as the money for any missing items. On the IC train there is usually a member of the train staff who occasionally comes by to sell water, soda, coffee and candy.

Train Station Stops

Some stops are just long enough for you to get your baggage and yourself off the train, while others are long enough for you to jump off, walk around, get something to eat and climb back on. If you ride a certain route long enough you will start to notice which are the long stops, and how long they are, but always keep an eye on your train. It is not unusual for a 30-minute stop to suddenly become 30 seconds. It’s always a good idea to ask the platform conductor how long your train will be in the station before you move more than a few feet away from the open door to your vagon.

Toilets 

Depending on the train, toilets can range from very pleasant to not bad to quite horrifying and disgusting.  Nevertheless, you should always bring toilet paper with you. You never know what is going to happen, and no matter how many times you swear you will never revisit the bathroom on the personal, there will always be that one time when you just have to go.

Schedules for local trains are posted at all train stations, yet if you’re planning a trip across the country that involves line changes, it’s handy to have a national train timetable with you.

The latest train timetable information in English can be found online at http://

www.cfr.ro/default_engleza.htm. Yet if you don’t have easy access to the internet, a good old paperback timetable is the way to go. This mersul trenurilor is available for purchase at most train stations and CFR offices. Keep in mind 1) schedules change after the book expires, 2) some trains are seasonal or only run on certain days (check for numbers and letters at the top of the column; these numbers are explained in the front of the book), and 3) some aren’t yet running (especially the new IC routes; it’s a good idea to check the routes and the notes in the back of the book).

Chapter 7:

Settling Into Your Site

Be prepared for an emotional roller coaster ride in your transition to site. This is perfectly natural. Odds are you will have some extraordinary days at the beginning, and you will have some truly awful days as well. Be prepared for both, but realize that over time, the highs grow to be less exciting and the lows become more bearable. Neither, however, represents what most days will probably be like for you as a volunteer.

You may have quite a bit of time to kill during your first few days and weeks at site. So why not get busy? These ideas will give you plenty to do, while helping you acclimate both logistically and psychologically to life at your site.

Filing Your Legitimatie

This little green book will act as your Romanian identification card that you should ALWAYS have on you, whether walking to your local vegetable market or traveling across the country. The legitimatie states you will be working in Romania and shows where you are living. This is also your visa and you’ll need it, with your passport, when you want to leave the country. Legitimaties are filed at the main police station in the capital town of each county. 

You will need the following to file for your legitimatie: a passport photo, the letter provided by your organization stating you are a volunteer working at your site, a document (usually from your school or NGO) stating your address in town, and your passport (bring an extra photocopy of it to leave with the police), and a medical form. You will need to fill out a request form for your legitimatie and pay around 3 lei.

Don’t worry too much about this, as your mentor will be assisting you in collecting all the necessary paperwork and going with you to the Police Station to file the papers. Still, make sure you question your mentor frequently on the status…you must have the legitimatie by your 3 month mark in Romania.

What Should I Do Once I Arrive?

Locating Services And Amenities

Now that you’re going to be living here for a while, you should probably locate the key offices, stores, and services in your town. This includes places like the post office, vama, bank and ATM, CFR train ticket office, bus/maxi-taxi/train station, hospital, police station, restaurants, market, movie theaters, places of worship, utilities offices, and even a place to get your hair cut. You’ll need these places sooner or later, so why not get to know them while you have time?

If you feel comfortable doing so, walk yourself around town, and take the time to explore at your own pace. Or if you prefer, tag along with your site gazda. Either way, you may be surprised at what you find.

Getting To Know The Local Inhabitants

Talk with every local you meet. Ask lots of questions (remember that good old saying from elementary school: “there are no stupid questions”). Besides, most Romanians love to talk about their town, culture and history. Moreover, this can be a great way to learn things you might otherwise never discover in two years. For example, most locals are experts on the best and cheapest way to get to Bucharest or to the local Roman ruins one kilometer outside of town. Especially in smaller towns, where advertising takes place mostly by word of mouth, talking might be the only way to discover some of the town’s best offerings.

Finding A Tutor

Finding a tutor who’s right for you can sometimes be quite a process, so it’s best to start early. As you start your search for a new profesor or profesoara, you should keep a couple things in mind. First, ask yourself: “What am I looking for in a tutor?” Do you want someone who will be strict and assign homework, or would you rather just have someone who will talk with you? Be frank about what you would like. You are paying them. 

You will usually find that your hosting organization has a tutor that provides services for all volunteers, however, depending on the number of volunteers hosted at one time, he or she may not be able to accommodate everyone so you may be responsible for finding a tutor for yourself. But don’t worry; you will receive help from both your program manager and mentor.

Sending E-Mail

If your town has good internet access, you might want to think about catching up on e-mailing all those people back at home who told you to write. E-mail is a quick and easy way to stay in contact with people, and it’s also a good way to kill a couple of hours. You may also wish to start an online journal or a regular mass e-mail. Next to keeping a private journal at home, it’s probably the best (not to mention cheapest) way of getting things off your chest. Take the time to reflect upon your life here and the things you see. You’ll be glad to have it when you’re finished.

Staying In Shape

After being in Romania & eating their wide array of foods, it’s quite possible that you’ve put on a couple of pounds. So why not take the first few weeks at site to get (back) into an exercise routine? Running or walking around your town is a great way to explore, and playing basketball with your new coworkers can help you meet other people. Besides, exercise is a great stress-reliever, and can easily be shared with your friends at site.

What About Language?

ACOLO!” to the helpless and scared bunica behind the counter when you want to buy bread? The linguistic adventure that awaits you during the first few weeks at site is just one of many hurdles every volunteer faces and ultimately overcomes. Some specific obstacles you might face are described below.

Accents And Dialects

Romanian accents vary somewhat in different regions of the country. For example, many Volunteers in Moldavia (in the northeast of the country) have noted a marked tendency for people there to speak more quickly and “mumbly” than those in other areas. City folk from Bucharest also often make fun of Moldavians and Oltenians (in the southwest) for their alleged “country bumpkin” accents. Moreover, there are a handful of words and phrases that are mostly unique to certain regions. Transylvanians often use “ceau” (“goodbye”) and “servus” (“hello” or “goodbye,” depending on the context), but these words are not as common elsewhere in Romania. The Moldavian dialect is another special case; in this centuries-old variant of Romanian, many food, clothing and place names are altogether different from those in the standard language. An example of such a Moldavian word is “barabule” (instead of the standard “cartofi” – “potatoes”). However, this dialect is now largely obsolete, and a smattering of dialect words are only heard occasionally in the rural northeast. Still, the word “barabule” does sound funny, and is always good for a cheap laugh.

Level Of Romanian Necessary

The level of Romanian you will need will depend greatly on your site. For volunteers in larger towns, you may be able to find plenty of English or French speakers. In some places, even the old lady at the CFR can give you the cost of a first-class rapid ticket to Cluj in English or French. In other places, however, you might not be so lucky. Smaller sites, especially those slightly off the beaten path, may require you to make full use of your language training.

Your workplace environment will also affect the importance of your Romanian skills. You may have colleagues with excellent English or French skills, allowing you to speak very little Romanian at your organization. On the other hand, you may have colleagues with excellent Russian, German, Latin, Spanish, Arabic, and Hebrew skills, but no English or French. The biggest thing to remember is patience: how you communicate with your colleagues is something that will develop over time, not right away. Expect there to be miscommunications, screw-ups, and frustrations. Just realize it’s a two-way street, as your coworkers likely feel the same frustration you do.

When you first get to site, you might suddenly find yourself with nothing to do, and all the time in the world to do it in. Don’t worry. This will probably pass. However, even after a few months at site, some volunteers might still find it hard to keep themselves entertained, host families and all. Certain situations in particular may make the transition to site more difficult. Your organization may not expect you to be at work all day, every day. If this is indeed the case, don’t freak out. Things will start to come together in time. Use this time when you have “nothing” to do to hang out in the office. Speak with your coworkers and learn how things work in the office. You can also read their literature, website (if they have one) and old grant proposals to get a handle on what they do and how they do it. While you are there, you will probably find small projects, like organizing their library or cleaning up an equipment room, to keep you busy. Yet don’t push your coworkers too much at the beginning. If you are the first volunteer they’ve ever had, they might not be used to the energy level and rate of productivity you offer. Be patient. Over time, you should be able to find a happy medium.

Living In A Small Town

Sites in Romania vary greatly. Some volunteers will find themselves living in cities where the fun never stops, enjoying a multitude of restaurants, clubs, and movie theaters. However, there are many sites where finding a store that’s open on Saturday or Sunday is a problem. If you are someone who has been placed in a town like this, it’s not the end of the world. The small size of your site will make it easier for you to get to know your community. You’re never going to find anything to do if you sit around in your bedroom at your gazda’s all day trying to find something good on TV or reading through the collection of books you brought with you. Pretty soon you won’t have anything good left to read, but your town will still be there. So get out there and explore!

Insufficient Work Responsibilities

It is quite possible that, upon your arrival at site, your organization will have absolutely nothing for you to do. They may say, “We’ll call ya when we have somethin’ for ya” and send you home. Or your site may not actually need a volunteer. Yes, they’ve requested you - but that doesn’t necessarily mean they know what to do with you once you’re there. Here you’ve come all this way to save the world, and there’s nothing for you to do but sit at home and watch the Hallmark Channel.

So, What’s The Point?

Organizations who receive volunteers are not always the ones who are most deserving or most in need. Be prepared for this. For a minority of organizations, having you there may be a mark of status or a way to legitimize their operation in the eyes of many Romanians. If this is the case with you, there are a few things you can do. Be patient and give your organization time to come around. If after some time they still don’t have any projects for you to work on, make suggestions. It’s possible your organization may not know how or where to use you. All they know is that you can help. Ask them what they’d like to see get done, and show them how you can help. Be a facilitator for their projects. If this doesn’t work, try talking to your colleagues. Be frank. Tell them you would indeed like to help them accomplish their goals, but that you feel they’re not meeting you halfway. The whole purpose of volunteer work is sustainability, and that won’t happen if you wind up doing nothing. 

Just like with any other place, settling into your new town may take some time. However, use your first few months at site to learn about the community and meet new people. This will be your life for the next year so get acquainted with it. If you do, when a little old lady stops you on the street eight months later and asks for directions, you can point her on her way instead of merely shrugging your shoulders and responding, “Beats me. I just live here.”

Chapter 8:

Food & Laundry

Wherever you end up living in Romania, you’ll have two daily priorities: keeping yourself fed, and preventing your clothes from becoming biology experiments gone horribly wrong. Whether you eat in restaurants, cook at home, or hunker down in your bathtub once a month with a stack of dirty clothes, a box of detergent, and easy listening on the radio, the handy tips in this chapter should be just what you need to be the best fed and cleanest Volunteer in town.

Excuse Me, But May I Ask What I’m Eating?
This question may become your best friend at meals, especially if knowing what you’re eating is essential to you being able to sleep peacefully at night. For starters, if it’s called creieri (brains), you might want to skip the meat and head right for the potatoes. Beyond that, however, most of the foods in Romania closely resemble what you’ve eaten before. The dominant meat is pork, with chicken and fish also common. Usually a chunk of meat is served with some form of potatoes, which may be fried in the French manner, baked in the Swiss manner, or boiled Romanian style. Meals generally consist first of soup, usually followed by a salad consisting of tomatoes, cucumbers, or cabbage, then a main course, and finally a tasty dessert to wrap things up. A basket of bread may stay in the middle of the table throughout the meal.

There are many unique specialties as well, many of which were originally introduced from Bulgaria, Turkey, Greece, and other countries in the region. Some of the most common are listed here.

* Ciorba: traditional salty soup. You’ll find varieties with legume (vegetables),

vaca/vacuta (beef), fasole (beans), perisoare (small meatballs), and burta (tripe soup).

* Sarmale: minced pork and rice wrapped in cabbage or vine leaves. Lots of oil.

Sometimes served with smântâna (sour cream).

* Zacusca: a salsa-like spread made of vegetables common in the fall and winter months. Roasted eggplant, mushrooms, tomatoes, peppers and carrots are common ingredients. This is eaten with bread.

* Mamaliga: a polenta-like Romanian favorite, often topped with smântâna and

brânza (shredded salty cheese).

* Salata de vinete: a hummus-like (in appearance and texture, but not taste)

spread made from eggplant and mayonnaise. This is also eaten with bread.

* Papanasi: a doughnut ball smothered in jam and/or cream and served either fried or boiled.

* Turkish coffee: strong coffee made by boiling the grounds in sweetened water. Strong, with lots of coffee grounds in the bottom of your cup.

What Should I Know About Restaurants?

Now that you know what culinary delights are available in Romania, it’s time to dig in. You will surely find yourself in a restaurant on many occasions. Naturally, not all restaurants are the same. Some are popular local hangouts, some are elegant and romantic, and a very select few offer valet parking for your bicycle. Yet all Romanian eating establishments may potentially present the same pitfalls to the unsuspecting diner. Keep both your belly and your wallet full by remembering the following tips:

Menus

Romanian restaurants aren’t big on printing menus. Often, one will not be offered unless requested. Be sure to do so, as ordering food and drink without a menu may possibly result in overcharging on the bill. Also, take care to note whether the listed costs are per serving – sometimes, prices will be calculated based on 100 grams of food (especially for meat products), despite the fact the actual serving size may be much larger and thus proportionately more expensive.

Extra/Hidden Costs

Unlike in most western countries, many Romanian restaurants charge extra for breadbaskets, ketchup, or even additional napkins. If you and your companions agree you don’t want such extra items, politely refuse them immediately upon their appearance. Even if you don’t touch that bread, you will still be charged for it at the end of the meal.

Customer Service

After decades of communism, under which people learned to accept whatever service they got, the idea of “customer service” is not ingrained in the national psyche. Waitstaff may forget about your existence after bringing the menu, try to finagle unwanted items on your party, or have a generally unfriendly attitude. Be polite, yet forceful. Expect to ask for the bill (nota) when you are ready to pay, as the waitstaff may not be attentive enough to know when you’re about to leave. Still, many volunteers have come to enjoy the hands-off approach of Romanian customer service, as nobody will hurry you out of the joint at the end of the meal.

Tipping

Tips are generally lower in Romania than they are elsewhere, with 5-10% considered an adequate amount. Of course, if your waitperson was particularly helpful or perhaps shot you a smile, a few extra lei wouldn’t be refused.

Change

Make sure that some diners in your group are carrying smaller bills, such as 1-and 5-lei notes. If each one of you only has a 500-lei bill, many small restaurants won’t be able to make change. 

Average Prices

Naturally, food prices will vary from town to town and restaurant to restaurant, but the following list should give you an idea of what you should expect to spend.

Water (500 ml): 2 lei

Cola (500 ml): 4 lei

Coffee (200 ml): 1-2 lei

Beer (500 ml): 2-8 lei (depending on brand)

Wine (750 ml): 15-25 lei

Bread Basket: 1 lei

French Fries: 1.50-3 lei

Soup: 2-5 lei

Tomato Salad: 1-2 lei

Chef Salad: 5 lei

Entrée (pasta, pizza, meat, etc.) (400 g): 8-12 lei

What Should I Know About Markets And Shops?
For financial and time reasons, you won’t be eating out at Chez Bogdan’s every night. Instead, you’ll likely be spending some quality time at your local market. Larger towns often have modern supermarkets, with shopping carts, clearly labeled items and prices, and terminally depressed checkout staff dressed in ridiculous uniforms (sounds like home, doesn’t it?). Yet volunteers in smaller towns will be doing more shopping in traditional markets (piatas) and at small stores (magazins). Even big city folk will find themselves hunting fresh produce and daily necessities at such places from time to time. 

Money

This is one more case where having smaller bills in your wallet is going to make your life easier. The little magazin downstairs from your apartment or the woman in the piata is not going to be happy (or able) to make change for your 10-lei bill. Endear yourself to them by coming prepared with small bills and a fistful of change.

Bags

Bring ‘em. The typical Romanian carries a handled plastic sacosa with him whenever he goes shopping; take the hint and do the same. At most stores and even supermarkets, shopping bags cost a few lei extra. It may not seem much, but it can add up quickly, and the convenience of having your own bag will soon become obvious. For example, eggs are commonly provided without a carton, and unless you want them scrambled before you get home, place them carefully in your trusty bag.

Déjà Vu

Small stores and market stalls frequently carry virtually identical products, at almost identical prices. You may sometimes wonder how all of these establishments can stay in business, or how that same shop attendant from down the road is also behind the counter of every other shop on the street. Yet the key word in that first sentence is “almost.” Feel free to shop around a bit and compare prices, and don’t give in to high-pressure sales pitches (which generally begin and end with “Spuneti!” translated loosely as “Talk to me”).

Sunday Evening Blues

Many stores and even supermarkets will only be open for a few hours during late morning and early afternoon on Sundays. In smaller towns, don’t be surprised to find that shops close early on Saturday and aren’t open at all on Sunday. Plan your shopping accordingly (or find a non-stop store near your apartment) so you’re not stuck with cold spaghetti leftovers on Sunday night.

Bargaining

Haggling is generally not practiced in Romania, yet there are a few limited occasions when it can come in handy. In the context of markets, flower vendors are particularly vulnerable targets for your bargaining attack; people hawking flowers on the street usually inflate their prices. For example, if someone is offering you one rose for 7 lei, shake your head and walk away, and they’ll probably desperately shout out a more reasonable price. After all, “A sucker by any other name…”

Fresh Produce

Sure, she looks like a nice lady. Let her pick out your kilo of tomatoes for you. Just don’t complain afterwards if she gave you more worms than fruit. Just to be sure, it’s generally wise to select your own fruit and vegetables from market stalls. Even if you’re not an expert, learn enough to avoid produce with large bruises, strange discolorations, or swarms of fruit flys.

Water, Water Everywhere

You may already know that carbonated water, or apa minerala, is the H20 of choice in Romania. But if you’re not into that bubbly feeling, go for still water (apa plata). Be sure to look for the white cap; green caps on water bottles usually indicate carbonation. Look at the bottle yourself, or shake it, to be sure.

What Foods Are Typically Preserved In Romania?
It might be advisable to learn how to preserve food. By doing so, you may avoid the almost empty store shelves that come with the onset of November and reach their peak the week after Christmas. Romanians usually know the details for this process, and asking a neighbor or coworker might be a wonderful opportunity to make a new friend.

In late summer and early fall, as you’re enjoying the last fresh fruits and vegetables of the season, you might (if you’re industrious and not too scared by the kitchen) consider canning a few of those summer delicacies. You might ask your coworkers, other folks in your organization, neighbors or even friends about how you might put up some foods for the winter. Among the things people can are pickles, tomatoes, melon, peppers, carrots, peas, and beans. Volunteers who have enough freezer space might want to freeze some fruits (think strawberries and peaches – great for baking and smoothies when these items aren’t in season). The easiest way to freeze fruit is to clean it thoroughly, peel it, slice it up, freeze it on trays (if you can) and then put the individually frozen pieces of fruit in zip-lock bags.

How Do I Do Laundry By Hand?
About one in two volunteers will have washing machines in their apartments. For the rest of you, the joys of stain removal will depend primarily on the resilience of your hands. So dig in and get wet: you’re about to understand what it feels like to be a washing machine. Perhaps the best way to wash clothes by hand is to beg your neighbor to do them for you (or make a trade of language lessons for clean laundry). If that fails, all you really need is a bathtub or bucket, a good laundry detergent (make sure the box of detergent is labeled manual), a rubber ducky, and a CD of motivational music. Place your clothes in the bathtub/bucket and let them soak in warm water and detergent. After a short while, slosh the clothes around to make the detergent bubble and foam. Then, let them sit. And sit. And sit. And sit. Stains will work themselves out easier if you let them sit. Some people let clothes sit for days. But, unless you want to start a biology experiment in your bathroom, a night (or a few hours with good detergent) should suffice. After soaking, take the clothes and scrub them with your hands (preferably while wearing gloves) either on a scrubbing board or by hand. The latter course of cleaning is best done by rubbing the article of clothing between the bottoms of your palms. Rinse very thoroughly. On the last rinse, throw in a capful of laundry softener to make your clothes less stiff. Voila! Clean clothes! Be warned: after about six weeks of washing jeans and sweaters, you might realize that the definition of “clean” is quite malleable. It is amazing what “clean” can become after the 123rd load.

A well-fed and clean volunteer is a happy volunteer. If you keep the above tips on buying and preparing food and doing the laundry in mind, you’ll be ecstatic - or at least not skinny and smelly.

Chapter 9:

Personal Safety
It’s true that Romania is hardly the most dangerous country in which to live.

In fact, the most risky situations most volunteers face involve speeding microbuses, indigestion, or an unhappy combination of both. Yet it would be foolish to assume that just because your environment for the next year will likely be safer in many ways than the one you left. Of course, wherever you live in the world, there are some situations, people, and animals you’ll want to watch out for to ensure your own security. Moreover, modifying your behavior to adapt safely to your new environment is always advisable.

What Scams Should I Look Out For?
ATM Scams

Some shady characters are constantly thinking up new ways to part you from your money, and the most obvious place for this to happen is your local banco-mat. 

Blocking The Card Slot

Some criminals stick simple devices into ATM card slots in order to prevent card input. They might then approach the machine and offer to “help” the victim with their transaction. Of course, if this happens, simply take your card (or remove any suspicious blockages from the slot, which may have protruding tape or plastic) and walk calmly away.

Hidden Cameras

Smile! More ingenious and technically competent shysters have been known to install small cameras facing the ATM screen in fake pamphlet racks or other hiding places near the machine. Beware of any materials on or near the screen; ATMs should be free of obstructions.

General ATM Advice

NEVER tell or show ANYONE your personal identification number, and beware of anyone looking over your shoulder or approaching you from behind as you are making an ATM transaction. Keep in mind that in Romania queuing means standing as close as is humanly possible to the person in front of you. Not everyone who does this to you at the ATM is after your money, so don’t karate-chop that little old gentleman standing right behind you in line for no reason. Do keep your wits about you, and remember what your momma wisely used to say: “better safe than sorry.”

Other Money Scams

The ATM is not the only place your wallet is at potential risk. Prepare yourself for these other tricks as well.

Fake Police

In this classic routine, one accomplice approaches his prey and begins to ask for directions or to offer to change money. Soon afterward, a representative of the local “Tourist Police” accosts the pair, accusing them of black market activities and asking to see the contents of their wallets. Of course, never give in to such demands; if the “policeman” gets pushy, offer to walk with him to the nearest police station or phone booth to contact the real authorities. Unfortunately, some “police” have recently started displaying hidden pistols (probably fake) to their victims and using other intimidation tactics. If you genuinely feel your life may be in danger, giving up a few hundred lei is of course preferable to making a larger sacrifice.

Pickpocketers

Especially on crowded buses and at busy tourist spots, be aware of your money and valuables at all times. Many a volunteer has gained a new (and grudging) appreciation of the agility of pickpocketers, who have sometimes even stolen items from front pockets in which the volunteer’s hands were located. Don’t believe it? Another way pickpocketers work is when you are trapped in a line or on a crowded bus, one person may be trying to “help” you while his friends nearby are helping themselves to the contents of your wallet. This isn’t to say you should never accept any help, but be aware. Stay on the safe side – and don’t become a statistic. The best place to keep your money is in a pouch that you can carry around your neck and keep under a layer of clothes. Otherwise, place your money in a zippered pocket - preferably one in the lining of your jacket, as some theives easily cut through outer pockets with razors in order to nab their contents. Either way, keep a photocopy of your passport and your Romanian legitimatie in this pouch or pocket.

A few safety and security dangers in particular, although not unique to Romania, are more common here than in other countries. This list is not exhaustive, but rather covers the most plausible situations you can expect as a volunteer –and some tips on how to deal with them.

Beggars

Although some cities and areas are worse than others, street beggars are a common sight in Romania. Many of these are children making money for their parents or “protectors” (who can sometimes be seen lurking nearby), while others are simply drunken adults. The best policy is to pay no attention to these individuals, who should eventually lose interest and attach themselves to other pedestrians.

Always be aware of your valuables when traveling. The bottom line: NEVER GIVE MONEY TO BEGGARS. Situations in which Volunteers and others have been surrounded by groups of beggars and assaulted, although fortunately rare, have occurred.

Of course, some unfortunate people are clearly in need of help – such as amputees or others with obvious handicaps. Giving money to these people is entirely up to you.

Sexual Harassment

Female Volunteers in particular have occasionally reported incidents of sexual harassment on streets and public transportation vehicles. Groups of men whistling and making catcalls at female pedestrians are common. Moreover, from men revealing their genitalia to passing women to individuals masturbating in train compartments, a variety of scenes have been described. Some Volunteers have even reported being groped by a passer-by on the sidewalk – in broad daylight and with the perpetrator’s girlfriend present. As applies to ensuring your safety in general, be discreet in your dress and actions, and avoid walking or traveling in areas where you feel uncomfortable, especially at night. If an incident does occur, leave the scene as calmly and quickly as possible and report it to your program manager.

Stray Dogs

Dog lover? You may prefer cats after a year in Romania. The country’s epidemic of stray canines is an unfortunate reality, and although some towns and neighborhoods have larger dog populations than others, it is a virtually universal problem.

As a rule of thumb, never feed stray dogs, avoid startling them (many Volunteers who have gone out for a morning jog have discovered the wisdom of this only after a bite on the ankle), and be especially wary of dogs with pups. Even dogs that appear harmless have been known to bite people out of fear. The best tactic is simply to avoid stray dogs as much as possible. If a confrontation occurs, slowly back away, and avoid direct eye contact with the pooch – this can be interpreted as a challenge.

A Final Note

Having said all this, it’s important to reiterate Romania is generally a safe place. The majority of people you meet will overwhelm you with their genuine kindness. Nevertheless, it’s also important to keep in mind that as foreigners, we can’t “read” a place or situation for safety like we might do at home. Just because something seems safe to us doesn’t make it so. Of course, you also have the responsibility to actively adapt your behavior to your new environment. Stay safe by remembering these handy tidbits of advice.

Being Discreet

As a foreigner in Romania, you’ll often find it tough to “blend in.” Your language, clothes, and even the way you walk may all brand you as “different” to your new Romanian neighbors. Of course, although it has been noted in previous chapters that assimilating into your community and environment is important, you are not expected to “erase” your Western identity. Nevertheless, in public, you should take some basic precautions to avoid standing out as a target for unwanted attention. Many of these precautions are simply common sense. For example, avoid speaking loudly in English or French, especially when with groups of other English/French speakers. The typical case in point is on a bus. Romanians tend to not talk much while on buses while generally speaking Westerners don’t hesitate to open up. Also, don’t wear a flashy Armani suit when going to buy onions and garlic at the piata. And to safeguard your valuables, don’t brag about your brand-new digital camera, laptop computer, TV, or Jacuzzi bathroom set, even to friends and coworkers you feel you can trust. After all, when there’s a foreigner in town, word gets around. Even when you don’t think you are obvious, you will find many of your neighbors know who you are. Don’t be surprised when you find out that someone you have never seen before knows who you are, where you work and exactly where you live. They probably aren’t stalking you; you’ve simply been a new topic of conversation.

Locking Your Doors

It is highly recommended you lock your apartment door AT ALL TIMES. You may come from a neighborhood where locking up is considered unnecessary, but again, being the foreign celebrity in your town, more people than you may realize are monitoring your daily habits and routine. Don’t make it any easier for them to walk into your pad and browse around – or perhaps do something more unsavory. It also doesn’t hurt to be wary about the people you let into your apartment. If you aren’t sure or comfortable about ANYONE (from the person who comes to read your meter to a student in class), DON’T LET THEM INTO YOUR APARTMENT. Tell the meter reader you’ll give the reading to your landlord or bloc administrator. Whatever the case, you are never obligated to be alone in your apartment with someone you don’t know and/or who makes you uncomfortable. Most of us want to be friendly and hospitable, but if it’s a choice between feeling safe and being friendly, choose safety. Preparing for potential security situations and changing one’s behavior to stay out of harm’s way is important. 

Chapter 10:

Gorj County & Targu-Jiu

Romania, Gorj County: A place to enjoy and discover!

Welcome in TFF! You’ve chosen to be a volunteer in Romanian and see a different life and customs; this chapter is focused on volunteers serving in Gorj County, specifically in Targu-Jiu.

Generalities

You certainly, before coming here, found some information about the country, so we are just going to give few general things that we think are important to remind you of.

Climate
Romanian climate is a continental climate so the winter is cold and the summer is hot. For example it isn’t rare to see -20°C during winter’s night, which means -10°C during the day. On summer temperature could climb until 40°C, but normally stay around 30°C. In autumn and spring there are the most important precipitations. So if you come during the winter you should be warm dressed (you can find some cheap and warm clothes in the different markets in town), and easy dressed in summer.

Money
The money is in the process of change. The old demoninations was the lei (leu in singular), 1€=37 000 lei, but Romania has adopted a new value: leul greu or leul nou, 1 leu greu=10 000 lei; so 1€=3,7lei greu. Don’t be surprised to see both prices (old and new) posted on things. 

The Romanian money system is composed of more bank notes than in Euro monetary system; so don’t be surprised to get a lot of bank notes in your pocket, or to feel like a millionaire with the old money system.

Free days and Holidays

Romania is an orthodox country, and people, especially in the countryside, are church going, so Easter and Christmas get an important meaning, and Sunday is supposed to be a free day.

Free days in Romania are:

1st & 2nd of January: for New Year, if you can spend your new eves in Bucharest it is a nice experience, but take care with the anarchist fire-works!

1st of March: “Martisori” where Romanians celebrate the beginning of spring by giving flowers and decorations to all the women they know!

2 days during April: “Easter”, Orthodox Easter is not the same day than Catholic’s one, it is preceded by an food abstinence period, more or less followed, at least the Wednesday and the Friday before Easter, people get some vegetarian menu. After, on Sunday and Monday they are used to eat a lot, it is the moment for you to discover rustically food from the countryside.

1st of May: Celebration of the workday.

1st of December: National day, which celebrate the creation of the union of all the region of Romania in 1918.

25th & 26th of December: Christmas. A new opportunity to eat a lot of good food from the countryside.

Special days that are not free:

People wish each other their birthday but also their name’s day in saying: “La multi ani!” for both of them, for sure they won’t forget to wish yours!!!

The 8th of March is the day of the Women and on the 9th of March is the day of Men; you will see people offering present each other.

On the 6th of December, Orthodox celebrates “Sfantul Nicolae”, which is a kind of Santa Claus, a new opportunity to offer present, especially for the children.

Interesting places to discover

Romania has a few large cities with a lot of students and some cultural sights, like Bucharest, Cluj-Napoka, Timisoara, Craiova, Iasi, Oradea, Sibiu, Brasov, but it also has a lot of beautiful natural places that are really extraordinary: Carpet’s mountains, the Danube and the Delta, and more! If you are interested in seeing all the sights of Romania during your service, pick up a travel guide in the local librarie (bookstore).

Gorj County

Situation & Geography
Gorj County is situated in the northern part of the region of Oltenia, which is in the South-West of Romania; it is bordered in the north by the Carpet Mountains, in the East by Valcea County, in the South by Dolj County an in the South by Mehedinti County

Places to discover!

Rânca

Rânca is a sky station in Gorj, closed to the city of Novaci. If you have the opportunity to go there with some friends in winter, you can sky on nice ski-way, in summer it is a good opportunity to get a walk in the mountains. If you know some persons, they could invite you to spend a weekend in their house there.

“How to go?”

Some bus can bring you to Novaci, after you need to find another way to make 18 km, if the road is open there some bus; the better is to get information to the bus station from Târgu Jiu. During the winter the road is not passable every time so get information before going there during this period.

Straja

Straja is one other ski station, which is not situated in Gorj but in Hunedoara County, 2 hours by car from Târgu Jiu. On winter the road to the station is closed so you have to take a “telescaun” to arrive there during 20 minutes, so get some really warm clothes. In those both station you can rent the necessary material to ski, it is almost 5 €/day/persons, and 0.5€ each time you want to use a “teleski”.

“How to go?”

If you want you can get a train to Petrosani, after you have to find a micro-bus to get to Straja, it is a long way, it is better to find your own locomotion way (with a friend who got a car…)

Valea Sohodolului

Sohodol is a little river and it has a really beautiful gorge, it is nice to go there in spring and summer to make a barbecue with friends, or to get a walk.

“How to go?”

Some bus can bring you to Arcani but after you have to find another way to do 10 km until the valley.

Lainici

Lainici is a small village situated in the gorge of Jiu River in the northern part of Gorj County, it is a good point to begin a walk trip in Carpathians Mountains, there is also there a pretty monastery to visit.

“How to go?”

Few trains are going to Lainici everyday, and the railway station is one kilometre far from Lainici, you will have to follow the national road to get into the village. If you want to get a bus, it is only one or two each day, it is better to get more information to the bus station in Târgu Jiu.

Museul Satului – Curtisoara

In Curtisoara, at 10 km from Târgu Jiu, there is a little Museum where are some typical houses from Gorj, it is a god way to discover and understand architecture and old tradition from Gorj.

“How to go?”

Curtisoara is on the road to Musetesti, unfortunately there is no bus to go there.

Tismana

Tismana is a small city in the North-West of Gorj County, situated at the piedmont of Carpathians Mountains; it is also a nice place to begin a walk trip on spring or summer. The Monastery of Tismana is really famous in Romania, and during religious days a lot of people join together to celebrate.

“How to go?”

Few bus leave Tâgu Jiu to Tismana everyday, there is also some microbusses.

Hobita

Hobita is the native village of Constantin Brancusi, the famous French-Romanian sculptor, where his native house has been arrange in a Museum, nothing exceptional, but always a good occasion to discover new place.

“How to go?”

Some bus can drive you until Pestisani, in this village you have to turn on the left (when you come from Târgu Jiu) at the second cross-road where a road-sign show “casa Brancusului”, 2 or 3 km later you will arrived to an other cross-road an the Museum is on the left at 50 m.

Baia de Fier

The area of Baia de Fier is situated closed to the city of Novaci in the Northern part; here you will find few natural places really extra-ordinary, like the Muierilor Cave and Polovragi Cave. A great place to get a picnic with friends on summer 

“How to go?”

Some bus can bring you to Novaci, after you need to find an other way to make 10 km; the better is to get information to the bus station from Târgu Jiu.

Targu Jiu

General Description

Târgu Jiu is the main city of Gorj County, and it has almost 100.000 inhabitants. This city is the economic, social, commercial and administrative centre of Gorj County, you can find all essential things that you need and more.

This city is stretched on more than 10 km along the Jiu River, the city centre gather all service around a walking street (strada Victoriei).

Few factories are an economical motor of the city (ARTEGO, LAFARGES-ROMCIM…). You can find also 2 universities (Economy and Law, Engineering).

Place to see!

Targu Jiu has a few places really interesting to discover, most of them are situated in the city centre:

Brancusi’s monumental sculptures:

Those three sculptures which are placed into a line on almost one kilometre is the most famous monument from Targu Jiu, it is composed of three sculptures: the silence table, the gate of kiss and the Endless column. The sculptor, Constantin Brancusi was born in the Gorj County; a part of this monument is situated in the park of Targu Jiu.

The Park

The park of Targu Jiu is situated closed to the city centre, with the Brancusi’s monumental sculpture; you will find also a Museum of paintings, the Jiu River. It is a place with a lot trees really agreeable, where lovers spend time together on the benches. In summer time you will find also a free time centre with a swimming pool, a bar, a nightclub, a volleyball area…

The Park of the Endless Column

This park is quite closed to the city centre, it is made of grass and you can admire the Endless Column, if you try to spend time on the grass or if you want to get closer to the column don’t be surprise to be interpellate by the guardians, it isn’t allowed to be on the grass unfortunately!!! 

Other Places

Strada Victoriei (Victory Street) is a walk area with flowerbeds, at one extremity is an orthodox church and the prefecture, which are two buildings with interesting architecture issue. Over the Jiu, you can find a gipsy area with some incredible houses, Romanian people show them like castles, those houses are quite big and the architecture is really interesting and original, if you want to visit this place it is certainly better to go with someone who know this place. 

Where to buy what?

Market “Piata Mica”

It is a little market where you can find fruits, vegetables, spices, clothes, shoes, and food stores… Closs to piata mica there is a little supermarket.

Market “Piata Mare”

It is like piata mica, but bigger, prices are cheap and the atmosphere is typical of Romania.

Commercial Centre “Parang”

In this commercial centre you will find a lot of stores (photography, mobile phone, Xerox, IT, library, etc.) and also a supermarket, Vel Pitar. 

Where to eat

Quatro Stagioni

Quatro Stagioni is a Pizzeria where you can find some good pizza with a peaceful atmosphere, but there aren’t many tables. In addition to the pizza, you can also try the “cascaval pane” which ise really delicious there. The prices are also good. It is situated in front of the Hotel Gorj.

Smile

Smile is another pizzeria, closed to the Hotel Gorj. The pizzas are nice, and the prices are almost the same. You will also enjoy the terrace during summer time.

Simigerie

Situated in Strada Victoriei, you will find there the ideal summer place to get a drink (ask for "bere la halba", it is a draft beer really fresh and easy to drink), and if you are quite hungry you can order a “placinta cu carne or Branza” (a kind of pie with meet or cheese). It isn’t expensive and plenty of food if you’re not very hungry.

If you like football, there is a big screen and this is the best place to see a football match in a good environment.

Titanic

Situated in the area of the Palace of Justice, it is a little nice traditional restaurant where you can find at reasonable price some traditional Romanian food (the more crazy will taste the “ciorba de burta”, it is excellent!!!!).

Where to have fun

Duke

The Duke is the only place in Targu Jiu where you don’t feel so much in Romania. It is a bar where the people already know EVS volunteers. Ramona, the owner, is an English speaker and she will surely give you a nice welcome. The music is not like in the other place in Targu Jiu. The Duke plays a selection of rock, blues, oldies, traditional, but also a little bit of house and hip hop making this bar one of the best places to have fun! 

Zaza

Zaza is a kind of bar where you can play pool and listen some new Romanian Music, which is called Manele. It is often crowded. Just check if you like this kind of atmosphere.

Laguna

Laguna is a nightclub opened only in winter and spring. You will find mainly House music, on Tuesday the students often gather there. On weekends the people are quite young. This nightclub is situated closed to the Engineering University.

Caracter

Caracter is also on other night club, it look like a little bit more selected, price are quite expensive, but atmosphere is more user-friendly than in Laguna. It is situated in front of the Football Ground. 

Cinema

Behind Parang you will find the cinema where you will be able to see movies that have been projected in Bucharest 2 month ago on wood made chairs. The tickets aren’t very expensive, less than 1€.

Other “Need To Know” Places

Post Office

In town centre you will find 2 post offices where you can get stamps but not the envelopes, which you have to by in other shops (in Parang there is a library for example).

But if you want to receive or to send a package from or to abroad you need to go in the Postal Office nr. 4, which is situated in the higher block from Targu in the area between railway station and 9 may quarter.

Atlasib

Atlasib is a bus company that sends people to the major parts of Europe. You can find also this service which sends luggage (no cigarettes, alcohols, medicines…) for almost 15€/10kg, after it is 1.5€/kg supplementary. It is a good alternative if you want to receive or send some clothes, better than to pay extra-weight in the plane. Atlasib is situated in Strada Victoriei.

Chapter 11:

Guide & Description of TFF

TFF Presentation
“Tineri Fara Frontiere”, which means Youngsters Without Borders in Romanian, is an association created in 1997. Its actions are related to Youth and Children; it aims to develop opportunities for the youth in Romania. TFF is based in Gorj County, and develops most actions in the region of Oltenia. 

TFF is organised by departments (International, national, financial, marketing, human resources, marketing, logistics, fund raising) each led by one director. Along this executive scheme, the Board is composed of a President, Vice-President, and three Council Members. The Board gathers once a month to discuss TFF’s plans and projects. 

TFF works at different levels and does various types of actions:

At the local level
Through the action of the National Department, and the team of members (Romanian volunteers), TFF develops some fun events in Gorj county: 9th of May (Day of Europe), Christmas Party, Valentine’s day, special events…

TFF also leads a few projects like the “Euro House Network” which aims to create a partnership with 10 city halls for 10 youth centres in Gorj, with the support of the prefecture of Gorj and the County Council of Gorj. 10 volunteers and their assistants manage these youth centres. All of them are trained to create and follow through with initiatives to advance youth from the rural communities.

In the village of Musetesti, TFF stabilises, in partnership with ARODANGO, an information centre for youth and children where they are provided with all kinds of information related to youth and children’s issues; they also have some computers and foreign languages lessons. 

TFF also manages the publication of a newspaper distributed in Gorj County, called the “Euro Sat.” It permits everybody a platform in which to express him/herself or to promote actions in TFF or the Euro House Network.

At the international level
TFF is also active at the international level by organising and participating in some international youth exchanges (action 5 and Contact Making Seminar, from the European Youth Program). It gives members of TFF the opportunity to meet other youngsters from abroad and also to go abroad by discussing subjects directly linked with their problems or their life styles.

TFF takes also part in few networks to develop actions in the youth field. For example, TFF is developing a European Platform in conjunction with other European NGOs to support youth initiatives. 

EVS & TFF
TFF has welcomed EVS volunteers since March 2004. TFF is also the EVS coordinator for the South-West of Romania and 3rd countries.

The EVS Volunteer place in the association

EVS volunteers in TFF are involved in most of the projects (at the local and international level) by bringing their competences and their knowledge to the association. They can easily find the support of the members by asking the information or the help they need. The volunteers are considered important actors in the association and are encouraged to give his/her opinion in a constructive way.

If the volunteer has the initiative, he/she is encouraged to develop his/her own activities. In this case he/she is the coordinator of the project and TFF is the supporting organization.

Two actors around the EVS Volunteer
The volunteer is framed by a coordinator, who is supporting him/her the schedule, activities, and every days life, and a mentor who is the main interlocutor between the volunteer and the hosting organisation. The mentor can explain and discuss with the volunteer everything in relation with the EVS program (activities, accommodation, food, allowance, etc.). Those 2 persons work together to steer the EVS project in the right direction.

The volunteer should meet the coordinator and the mentor at least once a week to make an evaluation, discuss of the schedule, activities, conditions and to receive the money.

The EVS Volunteer and Money

The volunteer receives money to eat each month. The amount can be raised or lowered if it is too little or not enough, but at the end of the month this amount has to be justified by receipts with stamps (only food: no alcohol, cigarettes, soap, shampoo, etc.). The association has to justify this amount to the National Agency. At this “money” meeting the volunteer will also receive 80 € as pocket money, for which no receipts are asked: it’s money for what ever you want.

If the volunteer need to buy something for his/her activities, they will have to save the receipts and justify each month to the financial office. 

Legitimatia

If you are from EU, you can stay three months with your ID or your passport, after three months you can make a legitimation (begin to get all the paper 45 days before at the Police station), it cost almost 150 € (which are supported by your sending organisation). The legitimation is the card that allows you to stay and work in Romania. Or you can go every three months to another country, then re-enter Romania.

Contacts to develop your ideas
This part is made to give you some ideas and some contacts if you feel the need to create your own activities. EVS volunteers are not obliged to do it, but it is an opportunity to get new experiences during your EVS.

Please add yours at the end of your EVS period!

Protectia a Mediului Gorj
Contact Person: Elisa Juvelaiu, Engineer in environment

Address/phone numbers/e-mail: 0740 456 863, apm@intergorj.ro

Organism: Agentia Protectia a Mediului GORJ

EVS volunteer: Aurélien Davy

Activities developed: Conference to make aware youth to respect environment, creation of a partnership with an environmental class (high school nr.4) to realize documents, excursions…

French Teachers in High Schools of Targu Jiu

Contact Person: Ms. BANCIU

Address/phone numbers/e-mail: 0741 169 073

Organism: High School TUDOR VLADIMIRESCU

EVS volunteer: Aurélien DAVY

Activities developed: Meeting with young scholars to discuss in French about youth issues to improve their way to speak French

Contact Person: Ms ONIGA

Address/phone numbers/e-mail:

Organism: Economic High School

EVS volunteer: Aurélien DAVY

Activities developed: Meeting with young scholars to discuss in French about youth issues to improve their way to speak French

English Sessions in Tirgu Jiu
Contact Person: Aura

Address/phone numbers/e-mail: auradan2003@yahoo.com 0722334515

Organism: Economic High School

EVS volunteer: Hannah Pugh

Activities developed: Discussions with pupils regarding youth issues and improving their ability to speak and write accurate English, learning English songs to perform in school concert

Contact Person: Claudia (she is a student)

Address/phone numbers/e-mail: 0727800962

Organism: Ecaterina High School

EVS volunteer: Hannah Pugh

Activities developed: Discussions with pupils regarding youth issues and improving their ability to speak and write accurate English.

Activities with special needs children
Contact Person: Director Dumitru Aribasoiu (not English speaker)

Address/phone numbers/e-mail: 0235218771 complexul de servicii comenitare pentru copilul cu handicap sever, Strada Tineretului n. 1, Debarcadere, Tirgu Jiu.

Organism: Special Needs Orphanage

EVS volunteer: Hannah Pugh

Activities developed: Games, activities, helping to care for children with special needs, aged 2-18 

Activities with special needs adults 
Contact Person: Lelia (psycologist) (not English speaker)

Address/phone numbers/e-mail: 0040724292790 

Organism: Residential centre for young adults with a low level of disability. Near Tirgu Carbunesti, 

EVS volunteer: Hannah Pugh

Activities developed: Games, written activities including collages, drawing, discussing youth issues.

Activities
Contact Person:

Address/phone numbers/e-mail:

Organism:

EVS volunteer:

Activities developed:

Activities
Contact Person:

Address/phone numbers/e-mail:

Organism:

EVS volunteer:

Activities developed: 
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