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A lot has changed since Give
Something Back to Berlin launched
three years ago. The social landscape
in Berlin has changed dramatically
with increasing numbers of refugees
coming to Germany and the
discussion surrounding integration
has reached an epic roar. So how has

GSBTB responded?

Well, to put it simply, they’ve nailed it.
Just a few weeks ago, they won

the Intercultural Innovation Award
from the UNAOC and BMW. But it
wasn’t always easy. Like almost every
social venture, they struggled to find
funding and spent countless hours
trying to convince people of the value

of their work.

In honor of their accomplishments, we
wanted to catch up with Give
Something Back To Berlin's

founder, Annamaria Olsson, to
discuss their work and how they
approach creating sustainable urban

integration.

In this interview, Annamaria describes
the platforms in which GSBTB works

and explains why they are important
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in fostering integration between
"privileged” migrants, German locals
and more vulnerable migrants, such
as refugees. She also offers advice
(and some words of caution!) to
flourishing refugee-related projects
and gets real about the funding

issue.

You just won first prize for the
UN Intercultural Innovation
Award. Congratulations! So tell
us, what is GSBTB’s special
“innovation” sauce?

If we should believe the folks at the
UNAOC and BMW, not to mention our
3 years of practical experience, our
innovation lies in our work model.
Since 2013, GSBTB has grown
organically into a huge community,
both on and offline, comprised of
hundreds of skilled volunteers in over

60 social projects all over the city.

Today GSBTB works on three parallel
levels; we send eager volunteers to
existing projects throughout the city,
we act as a network and catalyst
where people come together to
develop new ideas and we initiate

and run our own GSBTB projects. The
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collaborations can be anything from
working in homeless centers,
mentorship programs for
underprivileged youth, working with
the elderly or creative work with
children. At the moment, we run nine
weekly GSBTB refugee programs
involving 95 volunteers, reaching out
to over 270 refugee participants with
52 educational hours per week.
(These 52 hours do not include any
kind of administration work hours, or
the times when people take a chance
to get to know each other and just

hang out as friends...)

With all this, GSBTB has created a
tool for community integration that
brings together more “privileged”
migrants, German locals and more
vulnerable migrants, such as
refugees. In our extensive grassroots
work, different migrants and their
Berlin neighbors meet. The
intercultural volunteering is positive,

|”

lively “think global, act local” work,
proving that everyone has something
to share with others regardless of
their passport, status, language skills
or how long they may have beenin

the country.
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Our official collaborations tend to
offer a framework in which new
projects can informally grow. In our
network, people come together to
develop new ideas, projects, offer
jobs, found start up’s, participate in art
collaborations, build up their
professional networks for now or the
future or simply hang out. It is simply
impossibly hard to keep track of the
thousands of connections being
made between different groups and
people all over the city thanks to our
work, let alone the synergy effects
and spin-off collaborations that result

from these.

Through this model, GSBTB has never
been a charity were one group is
“helping” another. We’ve always been
co-creating our project with the
participants. With a major part of our
volunteers being migrants (many of
them having refugee status
themselves), we constantly blur the
lines between old, new, Germans and

different kinds of migrants.

For instance, in our project, refugee
newcomers don’t get a traditional

“mentor” or a “German friend” —
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instead they get tons of open
contacts, networks and potential
friends. It's a modern and dynamic
way to create community integration
and doesn’t feel so staged. Since we
are also an already mixed and
international community, | think it
makes refugees feel a bit more on the
same level and not like a “charity

case”’.

By building partnerships, relationships
and dialogue between people from
the cosmopolitan art, creative and
start up-scene with local NGO’s and
refugee communities, we are in the
end creating a form of small-scale
sustainable urban integration and
developing a culture of enabling
disadvantaged local communities to
profit more from the globalized
creative, tech and start-up industries.
We call it “making worlds meet,

working together for a better city“.
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Has the current refugee situation
in Germany changed the nature
of your work and the way that it’s
been perceived from the outside?

Yes and no. Our original idea back in
2012 was to create an easy and
modern tool to mobilize social
engagement, for international new
Berliners to get involved locally to
make neighborhoods and newcomers
profit from each other. We wanted to
build bridges, foster intercultural
dialogue and create meeting points

between old and new.
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Back then, the whole gentrification
debate was making more privileged
newcomers the target and scapegoat
of all sorts of things, in the same way
refugees today are the center of
attention and to blame for... all sorts
of things. With GSBTB, we wanted to
create a concrete positive solution
and make migrants themselves
become part of the conversation and

City.

Last summer’s refugee crisis just
made it even more clear why it’s
important to create new ways for
mobilizing people and tools for
community integration. But the
segregation and xenophobia have
been there for much longer and
GSBTB was involved heavily with the
refugee community since our start in
2013, starting at Oranienplatz and
Ohlauerstrasse. GSBTB’s work hasn’t
changed more than in the scale and
professionalization, but back then
people and journalists were obsessed
with the question of gentrification,
whereas today the angle is the

refugees.
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In two years it’'s maybe something
else but the need for real solutions for
living together and sustainable city
development remain. This type of
work is much bigger than the refugee

media trend.

In that vein, there have been a
number of refugee-related
projects springing up in response
to the current situation. What
would be your advice for them?
Any words of caution?

Look around and see what is already
out there before you start building on
your brilliant and spontaneous idea.
Since summer, so many initiatives
sprung up that are more or less doing
the same thing. Of course we need
tons of people engaging in the topic,
but we also need to be a bit strategic
how we invest our energy if we want

to make things sustainable.

We do in fact need hundreds of
Sprachcafés all over the city but for
sure we don’t need 103 welcome-
websites explaining the exact same
thing. I think several of the projects
and social start ups should seriously

collaborate or merge to get more
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(wo(man)) power and greater social
impact. It's about building alliances
and INCLUDING people in structures
that already exist instead of creating
an extra "refugee” project for
everything and building one’s own

parallel structures.

From my own experience, people
should be a bit more cautious about
going to work in refugee shelters and
communities without any experience
or structures around them. You need
to know that you will be able to
commit and stay around for a long
time before you start building things
with people in very vulnerable
situations who might have who lost

everything.

What might feel like a fun, challenging
idea for you might be a question of

life and death for others.

People might end up feeling
confused, used or instrumentalized if
it's done wrong and you as a Changer
might feel completely overwhelmed
and end up quitting since the

challenges and work loads are
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tougher than you might have thought

in the beginning.

Start small and grow it with time, only
after gaining experience. And be a bit
culturally sensitive — just because
yoga and/or a fun Halloween-party
might do you good, it doesn’t mean
that it’'s what people from other
cultures might want or need in a new,

stressful and chaotic situation.

Early on, you struggled to get

funding. Did that change at some
point and if so, what exactly
changed?
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Back in 2014 when you interviewed

us | said,

" Trust your "Bauchgefihl" and have
patience. If you're a real Changer you
(hopefully) know your theme/what
you're talking about and have a
feeling in which directions things are
(and should) be going. But not
everybody has. It can take a lot of
time and patience to establish your
idea and convince people about your
cause if you're dealing with complex
issues. As a real Changer, you are
often a bit "before" the mainstream
with your ideas, analysis and
solutions for things. It's really crucial
to hang in there, wait and create your
moment. If you're idea is good, it will

for sure come!”

That is what exactly what happened;
innovative ideas take longer to

establish — that’s just the way it is!

Our model and way of doing things
was always innovative and for a long
time was not particularly "German”.
Since last summer’s refugee crisis, it
felt like Germany (and Europe) kind of

got that this work can’t (and maybe
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shouldn’t) be organized in this super-
planny, projekt-antrdge schreiben und
zehn monate warten kind of way. It
strangles innovation and makes it
impossible to react as fast as you
need to. | have the feeling something
crucial changed in how the state, civic
society, social entrepreneurs and

funding-structures can work together.

" Innovative ideas take longer
to establish — that’s just the

way it is!"

But something else happened too.
After GSBTB established and proved
ourselves, knowing that we were onto
something and not just a "good idea”,
we took time to network and slowly
the people on the funding level

started to get what we did.

And to be honest, if the GSBTB
founders would have been men, we
might have started networking with
money givers even before we had

any proof that our idea really works.

Guys can come in and blabla a bit
without much concrete proof and are
seen as founders, risk-takers and
leaders. That gets them the money.
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Meanwhile, women get real PROOF,
build up shitloads and then are seen
as some kind of sweet Florence
Nightingale’s. In my opinion, there are
clear gender perspectives on these

issues.

What'’s next for Give Something
Back to Berlin?

As a part of the Intercultural
Innovation Award Prize, we’ll receive
one year of capacity building

from BMW and UNOAC, with the goal
of developing our model further to
then replicate and scale. Since we
became a best practice of "modern
ways of integration”, we also have
tons of requests to talk and share our
knowledge. This week a prime
minister delegation from Japan, next
week the city of Seoul, then a Polish
delegation, then we go to Canada,
etc., etc. That’s of course fancy-pancy
and cool but the most important thing
is to continue building on all the great
project work and knowledge that we

build up in here in Berlin.

Regarding the refugee question, |
think the real challenge starts now.

Organizing German courses, a Job-
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borse and roof over the head is one
thing but the real challenge is to
create sustainable structures for long-

term integration.

How can people get involved or
support you with your work?

There are tons of things to dive into
on our website! Or follow us on
Facebook to find out when we’re
having our next Team-Up event! And,
as always, we are looking for cool
partners and sponsors who get what
we do and want to be a part of

making the project and work grow.

Right now we are specifically looking
for partners who want to team up in
developing the technological side of
our project. We grew super fast and
didn’t have time to keep up with the
tech side of things, since we were
crazy busy with the very practical
grassroots work that needed to get
done in one of the epicenters of the
migrant crises... Now it’s time to see
how we can utilize technology to
make the most of the experience and
brilliant community who came

together under the GSBTB roof!
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#changers  #humanrights  #inclusion
#migration & refugees  #rights  #social
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CHANGERS
Striking Back Against

Gentrification

Annamaria Olsson on giving
something back to the city you
love.
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NEWS
Die wirkungsvolisten
Fliichtlingsprojekte

Deutschlands

13 neue Flichtlingsprojekte, die
mit dem PHINEO-Wirkt-Siegel
ausgezeichnet wurden.

CHANGERS
A Free University

Education for Refugees

Kiron Open Higher Education is
redefining access to higher
education.

Alles was Du

wissen musst,
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CHANGERS

Striking Back Against
Gentrification

Annamaria Olsson on giving
something back to the city
you love.

by Nicole Winchell , June 17, 2014

With Give Something Back to Berlin
(GSBTB) turning one year old on
Thursday, we thought now was the
perfect time to catch up with GSBTB's
founder, Annamaria Olsson. The idea
behind GSBTB is simple, "to give

something back to the city we love
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and the neighbourhoods we are in

the process of changing."

In the interview, Annamaria tells us
why women shouldn't be afraid to get
angry, the importance of having fun -
even when tackling serious issues -
and how she decided to be part of
the solution in addressing the issue of

gentrification in Berlin.

What was your motivation for
starting Give Something Back to

Berlin?

Living in Berlin since 2008, and
Neukadlln since 2010, it was
impossible not to feel the city’s rapid
change and the following discussion
about gentrification. Working as a
journalist, | was covering the
development of the creative scene,
the (back then) booming start up
scene and also the "normal” Berlin
politics with all its social problems and
challenges of being "poor but sexy’”.
Evenings | was, like most expats, out
drinking, dining and dancing with my
cosmopolitan friends. In the
newspapers, there were daily reports
on the post euro-crisis impact on

young people’s lives all over Europe,
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often making them seek opportunity
elsewhere and taking the chance that
the EU offered them with free
mobility. A few pages later there were
stories on post-crisis money looking
for a safe harbour in property, as well
as reports on the frightening
development of xenophobic and
nationalistic ideas spreading across
Europe, making people look with

suspicion at old and new neighbours.

Somehow all those things seem to be
connected on a micro-scale in our
own Berlin neighbourhoods. The new
influx of people and the gentrification
debate seem to make worlds drift
apart and there were even posters
with *Touristen raus! ”, "Spaniards go
home!” or "Hipsters not welcome!”.
For many people, at least on an idea

level,

"Berlin is a utopia where
people can come together to
create new ideas, cultures and

ways of living."

It now seemed to be the
opposite. People started working

against each other, looking for people
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to blame rather than solutions for the
new situation and the new Europe.
On a more individual level, after being
in an environment among European
and international migrants, it was also
obvious that a lot of newcomers could
feel a bit lost and alienated in their
new "Heimat”. Some of them had
lived in the city for years and were
indeed planning to stay but still didn’t
have so many natural connections to
society and their own
neighbourhoods. Other newcomers
wanted to get under the skin of their
new city and country immediately. But

how?

Seeing this group of new Berliners
solely as a problem, did not make
sense in so many ways. How could
young, well-educated, highly-skilled
people with experiences from all over
the world be seen as a problem? And
if, hypothetically, they actually were
the problem, shouldn’t they then be a
part of the solution? With Give
Something Back To Berlin we wanted
to create a tool for being a part of the
"solution". The idea was extremely
simple. On a small scale, it was about

suggesting us new Berliners to share
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our skills for a few hours with a local
initiative or a social organization. To
give something back to the city we
love and the neighbourhoods we

were in the process of changing.

At the same time, it was a small
attempt to make the "old Berliners”
know us better. Berlin and its many
creative scenes have a unique and
strong culture of sharing and
collaborating. As a way of urban
integration, we wanted to “export”
some of that to our neighbourhoods
to hopefully contribute to a more
“positive” side of gentrification. On a
larger scale, it was about connecting
different scenes in the city and
strengthening the overall social
cohesion. Empowering the city and
neighborhoods through making

different worlds meet and making

them work together for social causes.
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You started Give Something Back
to Berlin a year ago, what has
been your biggest

accomplishment?

Getting so many people involved! We
could never have imagined that the
interest would be so big! Every day
we get amazing sign-ups from people
coming from all over the world and in
our first year we’ve had over 300
official sign-ups for people
volunteering for the around 40
tasks/projects that we’ve offered so
far. That makes 7.5 sign-ups per
offered spot. Those numbers are also
just the official website-sign ups, not
counting in the unofficial synergy
ones coming through friends of
friends! We also got requests from
Berlin start ups and players from the
creative scene wanting to work with
us and create collaborations and
projects! That was exactly what we
wanted - get people involved and

connect different worlds!

Every endeavor has its ups and
downs, was there ever a low

point?
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Yes. After a couple of months online,
our team of three had worked crazy
hard trying to meet demands without
noticing that we grew far too big to
be able to catch up. We wanted to
channel all the people and the energy
that was there but kind of forgot
ourselves. As a result, a team
member landed in the emergency
room due to stress related causes.
During that time, we really asked
ourselves if it was all really worth it,
even though it released so much
great energy and engagement. Stress
had made us prioritize wrongly,
keeping us in a constant loop of
doing, doing, doing- instead we
should have sat down and really got
an overview of the situation in order
to make the right decisions. Like
looking for proper funding... That, for
instance, we didn't look for more
people to join the team at that point
just doesn't make sense when we

look back at it today...

On that note, after your first year,
what are three learnings you
would pass on to aspiring social

entrepreneurs?
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- Trust your "Bauchgefuhl" and have
patience. If you're a real changer you
(hopefully) know your theme/what
you're talking about and have a
feeling in which directions things are
(and should) be going. But not
everybody has. It can take a lot of
time and patience to establish your
idea and convince people about your
cause if you're dealing with complex
issues. As a real changer, you are
often a bit "before" the mainstream
with your ideas, analysis and
solutions for things. It's really crucial
to hang in there, wait and create your
moment. If you're idea is good, it will
for sure come! But you can't convince
everyone! If some people don't
understand, it doesn't make your idea
bad. Don't waste your energy trying
to convince too many people who are
not even close to your planet, even if
they are important. Go for closer
planets and gravity might get them

close anyways!

- Let people help you! Don't try to be
the superhuman needing to know and
do EVERYTHING- because you can't
and shouldn't! There are people you

know, so use your network! Most
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people want to help and are flattered
when they can help out a good cause!
Build a small storm trooper
community around you that both
believes in the cause/product and

that can help make it grow!

- Have fun! You're most probably
dealing with quite serious issues, but
that doesn't have to mean that either
you or your target group want to be
or are "serious" 24/7. Remember to
have fun and then people, helpers
,and in the end money, will come.
What you are selling in the end is
"positive" ideas for a "negative" social
problem - but then the "fun" part
needs to be there! Be upset about the
problem and serious about solving it,
but have fun while creating the

solutions (and enjoying life in

general)!

http://thechanger.org/community/GSBTB-better-city-and-world#

28/35



11/17/2016 Working Together for a Better City - and World | The Changer

Where do you see Give
Something Back to Berlin going
in the future? What are your

plans for the next year?

The first year with GSBTB was really
just the start because, until now, we
did all this more or less completely
without funding! With sustainable
funding, we will be able to really kick-
off with all the potential that is already
there. We can further develop
everything to become the broad
platform for urban participation and
social engagement that we have
potential to be. In addition to locking
down sustainable funding, our priority
for the next year is to broaden our
offers so we can meet demands and
serve interests - so that the positive
potential for the city doesn’t get lost.
Today we have to turn down a lot of
people who sign up because we can't
keep up with finding suitable projects
for everyone - that feels so weird! We
also want to focus on developing our
own collaborative volunteering
projects to ensure that the unique
and creative potential of the
newcomers really comes to fruition.

Furthermore, we want to get started
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with some of the many ideas that we
have on the table together with
companies and players in the creative
sector in order to develop projects
that really make the different Berlin
worlds meet, learn and share

together!

You work a lot with the refugee
community in Berlin, what has
the community’s response been

to you and your projects?

The interest has been SO big from
our people's side! | don't know if it's
because we are migrants ourselves
as well (even though from a very
different sort) or simply because the
question is currently so important in
the EU and rest of the world. Today
we have four of our own weekly
refugee projects running; one
language project, one cooking
project, one computer project and
one music collaboration! A lot of new
bonds have developed between
different groups and people, we are
going to continue developing these in

2014-2015.
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What makes you the changer?

| believe in inspiring people with ones
actions and giving people courage
and tools for doing and not just
talking. | think we did that quite well
with GSBTB. But | also believe in
being angry! Many women are afraid
of being angry due to fear of being
seen as aggressive. But anger can be
good if you are angry at society and
not at yourself! It can take you a long
way if you get some good tools and
channel it the right way! I'm a strong

pladoyer of women being more

angry, haha.

READ MORE: #migration & refugees
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