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Preliminary note


I published this book in German in 2019. Many former colleagues had asked whether it would be available in English in the future. Since a professional translation would have cost a fortune, I dared to do it myself.


However, I am neither a linguist, native English speaker nor professional writer. Well, I am no educated translator either, who will never achieve the level of a native speaker anyway.


Some friends as well as one native speaker attested the text would sound somewhat like English, except perhaps „the odd thing “, as Simon coaxingly said. My special thanks go to all of them. Nonetheless, the one or the other native speaker might notice linguistic obscurities or inconsistencies as well as the odd thing.


Simon very likely referred to some strange translations of German idioms as well as sentence structure. Therefore, I omitted the former when I thought the English sounded too weird. Regarding the latter, I tried to do my best. Further, I refrained from including the pictures of the German edition, because their quality was not good at all.


While I translated the text, I actually found many repetitions, which I consequently deleted. Surprisingly, in the end the text shrank of almost 50 pages! Hence, next time I should probably engage a professional lector.


I hereby ask the gentle reader to consider my missing professionalism, to accept sympathetically linguistic deficits and hope that you, dear reader, will still like and recommend the book. The more people buy it, the sooner I can afford a lector!


G.F.




Foreword


Why read the stories of a Humanitarian Worker? What can be interesting about it, what is new, what has not been told before?


Gerhard Fischer, as a former colleague and boss, but above all as a friend, asked me to write a foreword for this book. I was lucky enough to be able to experience many of these little anecdotes with him, be it as an administrator in Montenegro, Serbia or Moldova, or as the director of international cooperation at Caritas Luxembourg. After reading the first draft, I found myself in the book so much that I was delighted to take on the task of writing the foreword.


In this book, Gerhard Fischer not only tells his story, above all he tells the stories of the people he met. He tells of how people had an effect on him how cultures had an effect on him. The wit, the anecdote mostly arises from these different perspectives, that of the reader and that of the person concerned. Normal everyday things are experienced from two different perspectives; this is what makes the book so charming.


Gerhard Fischer has experienced a lot in his life as a humanitarian worker, seen a lot of suffering, felt a lot of need, and experienced a lot of danger. However, what has remained in him are the people, their stories, their laughter, their friendship. He reports about this in his book.


In order to experience these stories in this way, you have to open up yourself to them. Just as Gerhard Fischer opened up to let these stories of these people into his heart and ultimately also into this book, the reader of this little book must also open up himself to both, the heroes of the stories as well as the storyteller, because only if the reader understands both perspectives, the meaning of this book becomes clear.


Gerhard Fischer is certainly much more than a storyteller; he is a professional humanitarian worker, a reliable colleague and a support for many people in need.


I wish you, dear readers, that you will let yourself be carried away by the stories into foreign worlds and cultures and that you will find something of yourself in the stories of other people’s needs and suffering.


Have fun!


Dr. Michael Feit




Introduction


As the phrase goes: anyone who goes travelling has stories to tell. In this respect, I have an immense pool from which I can draw on. Since I have been working in the areas of humanitarian aid and development cooperation for more than twenty years, I have been active in various countries, regions and contexts. Whether triggered by the forces of nature, armed conflicts or simply poverty, the common factor was the need for immediate humanitarian action or longer-term support for the people and societies affected by catastrophe.


At a party, someone like me is a hit, at least at the beginning, and can impress others as soon as I begin to talk about my adventures. It is not only my daily work, but also the circumstances that are immensely different from those back at home. Above all, I can score points with funny events or incidents. And: the notion of working in an area that has either been hit by a natural disaster or where an armed conflict has been and is being fought sounds dangerous and spectacular.


Certainly, a portion of love of adventure is part of why I work in these places in countries or regions that are certainly not a normal holiday destination. On the contrary, these were mostly places, for which travel warnings had or would be issued. Who can claim to have been to a war zone, experienced a terrorist attack or witnessed the effects of such at first hand? On the other hand, who travels to countries that end in -istan? Sounds way too much like the dark Orient, suicide bombers, or other such dangers. The same applies to areas that a natural disaster hit. For me, these environments were almost part of everyday life. At the same time, they were always strange to me at first, sometimes surreal, but at times somehow dangerous. In addition, where I worked was usually the focus of international media. When do you ever meet someone like me personally who has a direct connection to these events and who was able to tell you first-hand impressions or stories from such incidents?


How many times have I heard the sentence that I would at least do something useful because I would help other people? It was more or less by chance that I encountered this field of work. Namely as part of a call for volunteer work in refugee camps in the former Yugoslavia in 1994, although I, at that time still a student of political science and history, had actually looked in the newspaper for personal vacation destinations for the coming holidays - what a paradoxical beginning of my career as a humanitarian worker. Actually, I applied more out of curiosity, as it sounded spectacular to me. The organization selected me and a little later, I started to work.


Then it was clear to me that I wanted to work in this area after graduation. What I should do afterwards with my master’s degree, I had never thought about it anyway. Some might describe it as naive, others as haphazard. I would describe it as an unforeseen perception: the right inspiration at the right time. Fate? First, my academic degree ended with the fact that I had earn my living as a gardener and truck driver. Fortunately, I then received a tip about another option to study for a Masters in Humanitarian Assistance. I decided to apply and managed to get on the course. Less than four weeks after having graduated, I started to work as a project coordinator for foreign aid at the headquarters of a German aid organization. One year later, the organization sent me to Serbia to open an office and my professional career abroad had begun.


In the meantime, I have learned that there are definitely personal conveniences working in the fields of humanitarian aid or development cooperation abroad: a higher salary due to allowances and having a more senior role that I acquired relatively quickly, and for which I would probably have had to wait years to achieve working back home. After all, I started as a project manager in Serbia, which on the one hand was quite a jump in my career - because there I suddenly had the most responsible position. Above all, that meant that I had to take decisions that I could not discuss with colleagues. I was all alone. On the other hand, at the time I really did not know what kind of responsibility I was taking on.


Even though I was the head of the organization, a very experienced local colleague whom I hired right from the start took me by the hand and taught me many of the tools that laid the foundation for my professional career. In the beginning, I was simply uncertain and excited. Every situation, no matter how small, seemed to be an overwhelming challenge for me. Suddenly I became the one who was responsible, was spoken to and had to answer questions. It took a while for my own tension to subside. In spite of this, I was never able to take it off completely in the period that followed, as I was always the team leader in a new environment in subsequent missions for other aid organizations. Therefore, I kept seeing myself always as a beginner. I have certainly grown professionally since then and have now achieved a certain calmness that, from today's perspective, occasionally makes me smile if I was too excited in one or the other situation at the time. At the same time, I found out for myself that I really enjoy working in this area and that I have personally found a kind of fulfillment, at least in professional terms.


However, it should not hide the fact that behind this there are often serious disappointments or different experiences that I had in the context of disasters. With all my dedication to those in need, I noticed in the course of time that aid organizations also compete in the market of misery and act accordingly in an entrepreneurial manner. My initial naivety that everyone working in this area acted solely out of compassion or humanity and, above all, free of charge (!) for the benefit of those in need, shattered step by step. After all, I have now understood, money counts always. So pure greed for profit? Certainly not at all. Because somehow the assistance has to be paid for. In addition, not only the relief supplies, but the necessary personnel. Aid organizations are not immune to this either. Nevertheless, I experienced the one or the other behavior that I would have expected tough business people to do. Instead of expressing condolences in the face of a death in the family, for which I, working in Sri Lanka at the time, had asked for special leave to attend the funeral, I only received the answer that the desk officer would forward my request to the HR department! Later, only my line manager expressed his condolences. I would like to meet the humanitarian worker on duty who has not yet experienced any frustrating moments - occasionally just encountering disasters.


That is exactly what I want to tell you. Less in the form of a field report, in which I describe what I gradually experienced. Rather, I describe my encounters in different countries based on recurring aspects, chapter by chapter. I particularly focused on anecdotes and other interesting episodes. Because they not only spiced up my own everyday life, but always left me with fond memories. I think they are well worth sharing. Even today, I have to smile about the one other occurrence and then I notice repeatedly that I have not only experienced a lot, but also seen a lot of the world. Besides, they should draw a picture of what my job consisted of. Nevertheless, the individual sections follow a kind of chronological pattern: from deployment to return.


The title disastrous encounters is quite complex, but also to be viewed ambiguously. On the one hand, disasters form the framework in which my various encounters took place. On the other hand, the encounters, whether with people, cultures or objects, were sometimes disastrous, too.


Before any assignment abroad, I had to find an employer, thus an aid organization. Overall, many different relief organizations deployed me. Times longer, up to two years. Sometimes shorter, just a few weeks. I already had bizarre encounters, from my point of view, during the selection process. Later in the field, I had experienced the perfidious way in which people sometimes provided aid. Once on the spot, the story was often about me as a German abroad and respective admiration that I often experienced as a result. Hence, I will raise some peculiarities that are supposedly assigned to Germans as stereo types. In fact, I realized that these were frequently unsubstantiated. Surprisingly, people also assigned me to other nationalities, which always left me smiling. By contrast, it was and is more problematic for me to name an exact job title.


Encounters with foreign cultures and traditions I was not familiar with were also not always easy. Only over time, did I understand and learn that I could by no means expect my own way of thinking and working one-to-one from others abroad. In any case, they have broadened my own horizons. Once, no twice, I even witnessed an actual rain of money (!). How I was always accommodated during the mission also seemed worth to be mentioned. Not only did those accommodation encounters differ in terms of comfort, but also with regard to the odd landlord - in some places even too exotic animal housemates. The primary purpose of all my missions abroad was to implement aid projects of various kinds. During those project encounters, I worked with many international and local colleagues. One even went so far as to say, I would have changed his life!


According to my own perception, I have never been in immediate mortal danger. Yet, I had all kinds of encounters that my adrenaline level suddenly rose and that were dramatic. Especially when I witnessed a terrorist attack firsthand. I evidently successfully ignored such concerns when I was all of a sudden in the middle of a real revolution.


It is true that my craftsmen encounters were far less spectacular. However, no less in terms of peculiarity. The same applied to the bureaucracy in the various countries, which was sometimes practiced surprisingly for us. Unexpected for me were my leisure time encounters. Despite all the misery, I also had a lot of fun. Especially when I was with people who had nothing to do with my work. I learned paragliding in Serbia, but also had a crash. In the end, the return encounters after my missions never turned out to be easy. After a certain period of getting used to it, I kept looking for a new job. In doing so, I had to learn that professional advancement back home was hopeless. Not only once did I hear from the employment agency the following sentence: "Mr. Fischer, you have to be clear about this: we cannot help you!"


After what felt like an infinite number of unsuccessful attempts to gain a professional foothold at home, I always went abroad again. Because of my practical experience, this became easier. At least it gave me the chance of new disastrous encounters.


Finally, I may add that the following is actually, what I have experienced, in a few individual cases also being told by others. However, I do not want to embarrass anyone: therefore, I mentioned neither aid organizations nor former colleagues by name.




1. Encounters with employers


In general, aid organizations enjoy a good reputation in public. In the event of a natural disaster or armed conflict, they deploy personnel to provide assistance as soon as possible. Whether it is a remote country or an ongoing war: aid agencies are not afraid of either the one or the other to alleviate the hardship of the affected people.


Most of the aid organizations I have worked for are non-governmental organizations (NGOs). As the name suggests, they are usually independent non-profit institutions that are neither state nor formally affiliated with state institutions. While more experienced NGOs usually immediately get in touch with institutional donors, such as the United Nations or the European Union, in the event of a disaster, many, especially smaller, aid organizations often finance their projects from collected donations. Sometimes the religious denomination plays a role, where proselytizing is the real objective under the cover of humanitarian assistance. I saw this with my own eyes in refugee camps in Croatia in 1995, where I was a volunteer. One day young American Mennonites came, showed the residents a film about the life of Christ ("In it you can see how Jesus worked!") and provided Bible studies to children. The preacher was standing in front of the young audience, holding a packet of cookies behind his back and only those who had paid attention received one. Just like in the circus - reward after successful exercise. Personally, I perceived such a behavior quite inhuman. Instead of helping people, the Mennonites misused their plight for their own ends. It is true that it was a welcome change in the miserable everyday life for the people in the camp, but afterwards everyone was still somewhat confused. Another volunteer, a retired German Army soldier, was particularly upset. Because he had, a 32-year-old mentally and physically disabled son at home who would never have said "Papa" to him. A Muslim family lived in a nearby house and had a 10-year-old daughter who suffered the same fate. Not only did she look like a five-year-old girl, but also she could not move or articulate at all. Therefore, I admired the way the family cared for their daughter and sister with great devotion. There were five of them in one room and the girl kept making noises that I could never read. The family does. After the film show, my fellow volunteer colleague approached the Mennonite leader and shouted loudly so that all the refugees around could hear. He prompted the leader to pay a visit to the disabled girl in order to see if he could heal her by mere prayers. Of course, it was a provocation that I still found cool. After all the Mennonites refused to come!


In the same year 1995, I worked for a short time during the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina as a volunteer in a refugee camp. The organization deployed me as the first volunteer to find out whether it made sense to expand volunteer work there, even though the war was still ongoing. Later I concluded that this was necessary at any rate, although at the time I was actually not aware of what the real goal of such volunteer assignments should be. Retrospectively, I realized that my mere presence as a foreigner helped people. First, they probably got the feeling that they were not left alone in their miserable situation. In addition, after I had gained their trust, they told me about their problems and thoughts that preoccupied them every day. In the camps was no one who could listen to them, because they all shared the same fate and similar stories.


In Bosnia, I lived together with comparatively moderate Mennonites in a house whose owner had fled and did not charge any rent! I usually sat in the evening with an American woman, also a Mennonite, but not strictly religious, on the balcony having an after-work beer. One evening a colleague of hers interrupted our conversation with the words: "I think it is great to be here, because I can see every day what is possible through God." Somewhat puzzled, neither of us understood what he meant because we had talked about a very different subject. Therefore, I replied that it would be best for him to tell a woman in the neighborhood who, along with her husband, had lost all three sons in the war. I hope she would kick him out immediately!


Nevertheless, for the vast majority of religious aid agencies in the event of a disaster, the denomination or the belief of the people affected play no role whatsoever.


In addition, there are aid organizations that only focus on certain areas. For example, Doctors without Borders, who are primarily active in medicine, or those who have made a name for themselves over the years in the scene in other sectors, such as water, hygiene or the distribution of aid supplies and have developed the corresponding skills. Those different types apply to foreign as well as local aid organizations, so that their number may well exceed several hundred (!), as was the case in Bosnia and Herzegovina or Kosovo at the time.


Whether an organization already has structures on site or whether it breaks new ground in the event of a disaster often plays a significant role. A few charities, such as the Red Cross or Caritas, are represented almost everywhere in the world, so their advantage is that they already have sister organizations in most of the disaster-hit countries. In an emergency, you can immediately obtain information for which other organizations first have to send teams in order to get an overview. In addition, the local partner often provides staff to help or supports the recruitment of suitable staff. I took advantage from this in several assignments.


On the other hand, often those local organizations were more active in medical care and nursing or pastoral care and not necessarily specialized in disaster relief. Usually, the development of the appropriate capacities will then be part of an assignment on the part of a foreign sister organization. In spite of this, at least in the immediate aftermath of a disaster, they turned out to be valuable resources, especially in logistical terms, giving them a time advantage over others that one should not underestimate, not to mention the local language. However, it can also lead to problems, as I had to experience several times myself.


The local partner expressed demands, which should be met, because supposedly the foreign partner organization had enough funds available. In Sri Lanka, for example, the local director, a lawyer, asked me to get him “kindly” a company vehicle, which I simply refused to do. Further, the local partners always assumed that we would easily finance their own planned projects. Either an intervention should only support a certain population group, for example Catholics, without any evidence of particular need or the planned measures were far outside of our mandate, let alone possibilities. In Kosovo, the responsible project manager of the local partner demanded that we should persuade companies from Western Europe to settle in Kosovo. Because that way we could create countless jobs!


In addition to NGOs, there are numerous so-called government organizations, in Germany for example the German Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ), which conducts long-term development cooperation. Sometimes they too either act themselves in the event of a disaster or act as donors for other NGOs.


Finally, the same applies to the major international organizations of the United Nations: The United Nations Office for the Coordination of humanitarian Affairs (OCHA); the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) or the World Health Organization (WHO), who also carry out their own activities in their respective fields of work, either themselves or together with NGO partners besides their coordinating function.


Most well known in Germany are NGOs in the context of appeals for donations on various television channels, especially after major natural disasters or armed conflicts. Often, they already provide help where others would at best cause a scandal under international law - for example in the absence of a UN resolution. At the beginning of 2013, there were already numerous NGOs based in Turkey, which provided aid to Syria from there. At the same time, the UN had no mandate and was accordingly not (yet) on site. The general rule is that an affected country must ask the international community for help so that aid organizations can take action. However, this also means that the respective state or state bodies usually take on the coordination or decision-making of any activities. This was not to be expected in Syria, since the Assad regime would hardly have agreed to support opposition areas, since, in its opinion, these were areas occupied by terrorists. Therefore, only a decision by the UN Security Council formed the necessary basis for taking action there. Nevertheless, several NGOs had even sent expatriates to Syria beforehand to implement aid projects in the middle of the war.


It remains to be seen whether this always makes sense in view of the great dangers for employees. Nonetheless, it is exactly what makes the NGOs most special: they are all close to people in need. They assist them; mitigate their miserable situation, regardless who it is. They are the megaphone for the victims of war and disasters, the poor, the underprivileged, people with disabilities and, in general, the disadvantaged in the world. At home, they name the victims so that their fate is no longer just one of the many far away, but actually becomes tangible as well as understandable. They stand up for their support, run all kinds of campaigns, collect donations of all kinds and on the spot, they try to do their best for the benefit of those in need. Rightly, many well-known celebrities or politicians make their names available to an aid organization in order to generate even more attention and collect funds. Being on board, whether at home or on site, gives everyone who works for an NGO a feeling of actually doing something meaningful.


Exactly this phrase I have heard countless times. Not products, sales or turnover figures count at first hand. No, it is about people, to help they survive in an emergency or to get them back on their feet in the aftermath of a disaster. That is what humanitarian aid and development cooperation have set out to do: improving living conditions, fighting poverty, and in fact changing and improving the world to a certain extent. Who could mind?


Since the overwhelming majority, especially of the large NGOs, finance their aid operations through government donations or donations from other donors, such as the EU, people sometimes accuse them of merely acting as an extension of politics. Because only very few generate such high donation income that they are not exclusively dependent on institutional support. The latter is often only awarded where appropriate financial pots are set up, where it makes political or economic sense (or is motivated accordingly), where one ultimately benefits or could be affected in the end (German companies?). Keyword: refugee crisis. Unfortunately, those people fall by the wayside who, due to forgotten conflicts, are living a dire existence in the bitterest poverty even after decades - for me the best example is the Congo, although I have never been there. Occasionally the media reports of clashes in the country, but nobody or politicians in the West seems to care, even though millions of people have died there because of conflicts. Obviously, elsewhere the Western world apparently has no direct geopolitical interest.


In practice, of course, this means that aid organizations are by no means loosely riding a wave of philanthropic sympathy, which make money automatically available to what is meaningful and good. Rather, they operate in a highly competitive market in which, not least, media interest or media attention to the outside world plays a major role.


Internally, aid organizations have professionalized technically as well as concerning personnel in order to be able to intervene, depending on the context of a natural disaster or an armed conflict. That is why it is now much more difficult than perhaps in the past to find even a career entry into this professional field.


As elsewhere, the recruitment process usually follows the same rules for aid organizations: job-posting, application, (hopefully) invitation to an interview and acceptance or rejection. As I said, usually. However, my own experiences in the framework of applications to NGOs are peppered consistently with anecdotes.


For example, as I only found out later, at an evangelical sect specializing in proselytization, which had advertised a very interesting position. Not long after I had applied for the position, the organization invited me to an interview. Although I should have been knowledgeable about interviews at the time, I remember all too well that I went there with mixed feelings. Because my research on the internet about the possible future employer had not been very fruitful. During the interview, four men sat across from me: the president of the organization, the vice-president, the head of political affairs and the managing director. As soon as they introduced themselves with their functions, I had to smile inwardly, because they sounded as if I was sitting in front of the representatives of a huge organization. At first, special emphasis was placed on my religious attitude, which culminated after some twenty minutes in the fact that the President snapped at me, he had now constantly asked whether I believed in Jesus Christ or the Bible, which I still did not answer clearly. Well, I owed a response. After the interview, I was only angry with myself, because I had not had the courage to confront the questioner by pointing out that I assumed I had applied for a job and not for the seminary! Instead, I sat facing the four men putting a good face to the matter and tried to get out of it as good as possible. Inwardly, however, my decision had long been made - namely that this job was out of question for me. Only once did I answer too flippantly. When they asked if I would take part in the daily Morning Prayer before the actual start of the working day. I replied firmly "No, in the meantime, I could go and smoke a cigarette.” The clou of the whole story was that they wanted to employ me! I declined by phone and could literally feel the manager's jaw dropped through the phone.


Somehow, I have to be able to identify with the values of an employer, at least to a certain extent. In that case, it was impossible for me. After all, I was and am not a preacher and certainly not a religious fanatic. Apparently, that was what they demanded at the time.


In addition, I experienced that some organizations with a Christian background, especially when the denomination information was expressly required in a job advertisement for a position, also requested the corresponding prayer book. Before I sent an application to an organization based in Germany, I thought it advisable to ask first by phone whether it made sense to apply for the advertised position, even if I did not have the required denomination. Briefly, I got a "No" to hear.


Occasionally, however, in the event of a disaster, aid organizations are desperately looking for personnel and, carry out a rather shortened application process due to the time pressure. Then the focus is generally on professional experience and less on specific knowledge.


I applied for the position of project manager in the North Caucasus at a smaller German NGO, which invited me for an interview. My counterpart, the desk officer at head office, started the interview with the sentence, "if everything is right, what is in your résumé, you can take the job straight away." Somewhat surprised, I replied whether he thought I would cheat. After all, I would have good references to show that my previous employers would confirm. Ultimately, it was just about my experience in managing a project office and the associated team. Experience in the country of the assignment or any language skills played no role at all. After my counterpart had apologized for the overly disrespectful comment, he offered me the job. Since then, we had the kind of friendly and professional relationship, which you wish.


However, it also happened that an organization dispensed any competencies and qualifications as a prerequisite for a specific position, as the interviewer mentioned unexpectedly a completely different position in another country as if pulling a rabbit out of a hat during the interview.


In the early 2000s, I applied to a French aid organization for the job of program coordinator in Tajikistan. I had neither thought about the country nor the conditions there. I just needed to get a job again as soon as possible. After a positive telephone interview, I should come to the HQ in Paris. The travel expenses would be reimbursed, of course. During the interview, the man suddenly asked whether I would be willing to take on a similar position in Afghanistan - the country was still under Taliban rule at the time. What I had heard from there did not sound like a relaxed activity. The same also applied to my own constitution when I asked about the expected salary: around 800 euro gross (!). “This is the internal salary structure”, said my interlocutor. I thanked him for the interview, wished the best of luck in finding personnel, and said good-bye. To this day, I have not received reimbursement for the travel expenses that were due.


After all, I experienced, in a way as a cheekiness of all the anecdotes, a flip-flopper when I applied at a German NGO. While I was on holidays abroad, I received an invitation to an interview, which prompted emails back and forth in order to find a proper date. Due to the active exchange of messages, my expectation was naturally aroused being certainly hired. I even cancelled my vacation earlier than expected. As agreed, I then phoned and waited patiently for the call back. Shortly afterwards, to my amazement, the interlocutor expressed a nonchalant rejection of the interview: “Unfortunately, there is no time at the moment and we would get in touch again if relevant positions are going to be published.” Of course, such stories certainly happen in other areas as well, but at the time, I considered it necessary to reply. I wrote that I would mention this episode in my book that is still to be written with the title ‘Professional Unprofessionalism’ and would dedicate at least one paragraph for it.


If you are employed by a humanitarian organization, you usually get a contract that is either limited in time or depending on the duration of the project. Over time, I got used to the fact that an unlimited contract would remain a utopian imagination. Therefore, in principle, I went from one mission to the next. However, these did not merge seamlessly, so that my pension account has a few breaks, which I bridged with the help of the employment agency, if I was entitled to. Hence, I can confidently dismiss a carefree life like 'Florida Rolf'. The German newspaper ‘Bild’ had reported about him years ago, according to which he, Rolf, could afford excessive twilight years in Florida despite a low pension.


Form the start I adapted to with NGOs right was and is the rather relaxed interaction: to address each other informally was and is part of the normal tone. Unless you have a subordinate superior who, although far more introverted and much less extroverted, insists on the formal 'you' of his subordinate employees due to his position and, above all, management function. Once I was on a business trip with the mentioned line manager and by chance met a director of another NGO at the airport in Berlin, who was well known at the time in the German humanitarian scene. Years before I had completed an internship at his organization. He asked, in the relaxed you-jargon, how I was feeling, including subsequent small talk. Then he turned to my supervisor with the question: "And what are you doing at the club?" The latter blushed and mumbled somewhat embarrassed that he was my boss. Thereupon the director patted him on the back with an appreciative smile, so that my superior stood there completely perplexed.


In general, using the informal tone creates an atmosphere as well as a homelike feeling of familiarity and collegiality, in which, even as a newcomer to an organization, you could find access to superiors more easily. In addition, there was the dress code, which was and is very casual and loose, especially in smaller organizations. Mostly it corresponded and corresponds to anything but a businesslike manner in a suit and tie or fancy dress. In my experience abroad, especially the younger humanitarian workers handled this extreme. Often enough, I met relevant contemporaries whose appearance was more like that of an alternative living community than a serious organization. Admittedly, I was not and still am not a white-collar professional. What I just said about my young colleagues still applies to me today, at least to a certain extent. Not for nothing, I was stared at from time to time when I was working for a governmental organization in Turkey, in which the management position, at least for some visitors from the headquarters, automatically included the appropriate outfit. In all these years, I had only worn a tie once (!) for work, which I had even bought only for one occasion. Namely when I introduced myself as well as the organization to the Serbian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. My local colleague at that time said afterwards that the cotton wool suggested a particularly "hideous taste" on my part!


The sometimes too obvious display of looseness and collegiality should not hide the fact that even small aid organizations function according to certain rules and hierarchies. In my experience, mostly similar: while the head office is more responsible for administration and communication with the donor, the respective field offices implement the projects on site. Depending on the organization, communication therefore usually takes place via a sometimes-sophisticated reporting system, which usually takes place monthly; However, I also had to submit reports that were sometimes weekly or fortnightly.


During my first deployment in Serbia, still under the Milošević regime, I was able to experience those reports were not always read, but sometimes just ended up in a drawer. Slobodan Milošević had been President of Yugoslavia since the late 1980s and many people considered him one of the drivers of the war in Bosnia & Herzegovina (BiH) due to his increasingly prominent nationalism. In the course of the revolution in Serbia in 2000, he was toppled and later transferred to the International Court of Justice in The Hague. There he died in custody in 2006.


For months in my weekly reports, I had repeatedly outlined the political situation in which the Democratic Opposition of Serbia (DOS) had played a major role. Almost every day demonstration marches passed through Belgrade in front of my eyes. When I came to headquarters after nine months, meanwhile the regime changed in Serbia completely, the responsible project coordinator asked me what DOS would actually mean? I was almost tempted to tell her that it was a computer program.


According to my experience, communication between the field and headquarters is a problem in every aid organization and every humanitarian or development worker can certainly tell a thing or two about it. The current possibilities of communication via mobile phone, email, Facebook, Twitter, Skype and the like are probably not entirely innocent, although it is almost impossible to imagine how work and communication was carried out before the Internet age. In any case, I can still remember well when you were not permanently online, but always had to dial into the network first, for example to send an e-mail. Then documents were usually faxed and international calls were reduced to an absolute minimum, as the costs were sometimes astronomical. In Serbia, my employer paid private telephone calls of up to ten minutes per week. Today, on the other hand, one is usually online via mobile phone, sending as a matter of course all kinds of documents by e-mail and even making telephone calls or conferences over the Internet for almost no costs. The permanent accessibility as well as the much lower costs than before naturally reduce the inhibition threshold to communicate briefly with the field or vice versa. In social networks, where aid organizations present themselves and their work in almost real-time in order to attract their fan base and potential donors - all that is missing is the 'Like' button for disasters!


Overall, the tasks here and there are extremely complex. Often enough, however, the headquarters lacked understanding for the field. In my experience, this was often because people did not view the staff in the field in particular as equal members or employees as those in the head office. At first glance, it was even understandable. Because usually an office in the field only exists for a certain period of time and therefore the staff is also only employed temporarily. When I was working in the headquarters of a German organization, my supervisor at the time once said that the foreign employees, especially the German ones, were merely "overpaid vagabonds" who changed employers just as he changed his shirts! It was foreseeable that this would not lead to a friendly relationship with him. He was released shortly afterwards.


Although I have never heard a similar statement anywhere else, I often enough felt like a foreign body when I was abroad who somehow did not seem to belong to the respective organization. Until I understood how the organization functioned at headquarters, who had what task, I usually only found out when my employment relationship was almost over.


On the one hand, it would of course have been desirable for me to have always a longer-term contract. This would at least have secured my regular income and thus made longer-term personal planning possible. In addition, I would have had the chance to get to know one or the other organization much better over time. As a result, I would certainly have been able to develop an identification with the employer and establish closer contacts at work level, especially if there had been a good climate in addition to acceptable conditions. Nevertheless, I was never someone who insisted on the terms of the contract or the tasks set out by the various employers. I always tried to do my best.


On the other hand, that shuffling from mission to mission had quite positive sides. Because over the years I had got used to only being employed on a temporary basis. The subsequent job search was part of everyday life for me, so that, unlike perhaps employees who had worked for a company for decades, suddenly after a layoff, in my case the end of the contract, I did not have any existential fears. From today's perspective, I think that it was even an advantage for me to know different employers. Not only was I able to look at different aid organizations and their working methods, but I also became aware of how diverse the actor landscape was and is. All too often I have met long-time employees of aid organizations who thought that the world was only around them and, in their organization, namely at headquarters - that is why I always told young colleagues that they should change employers once.


The 'somewhat strange relationship' always became clear during visits from the headquarters. Visitors hardly noticed my local colleagues, let alone that they could call them by name. Instead, some visitors saw them only as a kind of service personnel who were just good enough to carry their suitcases. I experienced this particularly blatantly in Sri Lanka, where even the colleagues from the main office in Colombo bossed my subordinated colleagues around permanently.


On the other hand, especially in Montenegro, when I was working for a smaller organization, I experienced an appreciation from my colleagues at headquarters for my employees, which was unique to date.


Overall, I met numerous employers with whom I had both positive and negative experiences. However, this is probably also the case in every other field of work. Nonetheless, the opportunities for advancement that I experienced were unique. Even a beginner at the head office of an aid organization, after only a year I was the head of a newly opened project office abroad - admittedly: apart from me there was initially no other employee anyway. Since then, I have mostly held the management position, once even leading a team of almost one hundred employees without my own secretary or assistant! At home, you might stay in the same position for years or decades before moving up to a leadership position. However, one should by no means imagine that this automatically means that one would get a very high salary. Nowadays, such rapid opportunities for advancement might only be possible in comparatively small aid organizations.


In conclusion, I can probably state that the smaller the organization, the higher the perception of one's own performance. At the same time, however, you also have to deal with a certain unprofessionalism, especially as an experienced person. The larger the organization, the less attention it pays to one's own performance. You are just one of many. However, there the expression of professionalism, especially with regard to all possible processes, is clearly more visible; in other words, the bureaucracy. I do not judge the latter negatively, especially since in one case, as in the other, one mostly deals with public funds, for which one ultimately has to prove their proper utilization. The type or size of the organization does not matter. Although I enjoyed working for smaller organizations, I also noticed that larger aid organizations were not bad at all, whatever difficulties existed. Even when I was working for a government organization, one colleague once labeled me “non-compliant,” which I proudly noted. This primarily related to my leadership style, which was more flat than hierarchical. In addition, there was probably my own dress code, which did not correspond to the usual one, and last but not least, my dealings with subordinated colleagues.


Overall, I managed to assert myself in both smaller and larger organizations. Nowadays I think that it is probably better to start with smaller relief organizations in order to learn to deal with all possible 'troubles'. Because in larger agencies, according to my observation, the demands of the employees with regard to a more luxurious life abroad are often much higher.


Even if the employer had turned out to be a disastrous encounter for me at times, somehow, I personally benefited in every respect. After all, one only becomes wise through experience. Nevertheless, as I once experienced with my own eyes, it is despicable that the employees of an aid organization pop the champagne corks (really!) as the bank account for donations grew rapidly in the course of an armed conflict.




2. Encounters with identity


Where do I come from and what am I actually doing? Don't worry, I am neither driven by identity problems, nor do I have a penchant for being philosophical; I have neither forgotten where I come from, nor do I question my work. Quite the opposite: people often not only identified me as a German abroad without even having spoken out, but also mostly surprisingly admired me just to be German. Occasionally, because of my pronunciation, one ascribed me to different European nationalities, especially in Serbia, which always amazed me. After all, my work is so complex and varied that I still enjoy it. Nevertheless, it is not always easy to explain in more detail my job or the exact profession.


Many people had warned me before, back in 2000, I set off on my very first foreign assignment by car from Germany to what was then the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, now Serbia. “Be careful when you are asked where you come from! Just be careful”, was yet harmless: “In any case, never say straight away that you are German!”, had made me feel rather more uncomfortable; "Be extremely careful, because people could even get violent as soon as they find out that you are German," which put me in a certain anxiety state. The last days before my departure I received so many encouraging words that I felt like a kind of hero: I, the one who is now heading for the land of evil; on my own, because I was supposed to open a project office there in the first place. After all, Yugoslavia under the Milosević regime played a major role in the outbreak of the Balkan War in the early 1990s and later in the displacement of hundreds of thousands of Kosovars and various other crimes. The latter led to NATO military intervention in 1999.
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