APFEL Annual Report 2014 by Vincent Ramon, President
Paris, General Assembly, Friday May 16th 2014.
Our story began in Strasburg in October 2010.There, ANPF held its annual congress “European Perspectives on Family Foster Care”.

European colleagues from 6 countries were invited to share their views and thoughts on foster care. Our cross-border exchanges raised much interest, and a shared desire to perpetuate the experience. This is precisely what brings us today, some three years (and 6 European meetings) later : Thursday, May 16 2014, when we hold APFEL’s  first general assembly.

I would like to warmly thank all the people and institutions that have invested in APFEL and in the organization of our international meetings, nourishing and sustaining this project, and its European spirit, until giving it an official existence.

This spirit is centered on the child, as a rights-holder, as stated by the CRC, but also as a subject “in construction”, and entitled to special attention and care, considering his/her vulnerability. Because of the crucial impact on his/her future, we owe the child our utmost possible quality of care.  

I must especially thank ANPF, and  its president Claire Turbiaux for its unreserved support of APFEL, without which we would not have the means to fulfill APFEL’s ambition. I would also like to thank Frederique LUCET ,  for her language skills and knowledge of foster care at the international level, which allowed us to reach beyond our respective languages ​​and nourish our respective understandings and practices on foster care. 
Without naming them all, I also wish to thank in a marked way all contributors here present (or excused), who are at the origin of this project, and those who have joined us along the way .

Back to the story: on the road to building Apfel there has been 4 major meetings from January 2011 to December 2012, with Brussels as a rallying point.
APFEL organized working groups, on the basis of topics of common concern: training and recruitment, Voice of the Child (CRC based approach), and co or rather plural parenting. Each working group determines its purpose, its methods and produces reflections that are later shared with all APFEL (presentations, articles, tools) inside the network as well as outside (mini conferences).

APFEL as a name was chosen in the spring 2011, as a gardening acronym for “Acting to Promote Foster care at the European Level”. An Apple with a European map became our logo. APFEL, as a cooperative network, does not wish to compete with existing bodies or networks, but rather wishes to work and partner with associations whose goals are similar. 
From there ,  Apfel dreamt of travels, meetings and exchanges out of his orchard and of... hybridization .  A quickly fulfilled wish : In Sofia, Bulgaria, in December 2011, Vincent Ramon was invited by SAPI to deliver a training.  For the Foster Care International Conference organized by the University of Zagreb in Croatia  on September 25th, 2012 : Daniel Coum could share his work on coparenting and changing family models, thanks to APFEL, and Robert Theisen presented APFEL’s Lifebook.  In Oviedo, Spain, in October 2012, Vincent Ramon was invited by GIFI , and he travelled to Florence, Italy, as well, invited by ChildONEurope . Two workshops delivered by APFEL members were available for the participants of the French National Association for Foster Care in La Rochelle, France, in September 2013 : a workshop on permanency planning, another one on Life books and the “Backpack” model. These invitations lead to the publications of several bilingual articles.

APFEL also acquainted with existing international organizations such as Eusarf ( Glasgow Congress in 2012 ) , IFRC September 2013 Padua (Univ. of Siegen ) and Eurochild and IFCO in Sofia Bulgaria in October 2012 .

APFEL  participates in such international events, meets its partners and produces material : the network is gradually  growing up. As the specificity of APFEL becomes clearer : a unique bridge between  French and English speaking professionals, and between researchers and practitioners, , APFEL takes a new step ahead : with the decision to establish APFEL as an international non-for-profit organization under Belgian law (AISBL).
Apfel defines its identity, purpose and goals in the following manner:
· Apfel’s aim is to make the most of the inter-country exchanges it hosts, so as to identify trends and best practices in Foster Care, to inform and to allow each of his country member to interpret and promote them at its national/local level. 
· APFEL is respectful of cultural and economic differences among its member countries, and is aware of how historical underpinning may determine the diversity of existing foster care forms in Europe. APFEL wishes to bridge between research and practice, practitioners and researchers from European countries, in order to improve the quality of Family Foster Care at the European level.

· In tune with the Apfel orchard metaphor, APFEL works to favor cross-fertilization : through the Discovery of each other’s practices, designs and subjacent theories, information of recent developments in research, innovative practices ,etc. which feed our exchanges, widen our horizons and have an implicit effect of inspiration, changes in visions and practices, and on-going training.
· Openness to multiple stakeholders: APFEL wants to open a gathering space for different actors in foster care, with particular attention to those who work on the field, closer to the children involved.

· Making the most of our international meetings, APFEL promotes inter-country and multidisciplinary exchanges,  and comparative approach as training methods and quality tools 
· APFEL explores, collects , promotes, disseminates and facilitates the implementation of best practices, international recommendations (quality standards) and innovative experiences throughout Europe,
· French-English bilingualism : Thanks to bilinguism (or more!), APFEL is able to reach out to practitioners in each member country, and can more effectively disseminate research results, knowledge and experiences towards practitioners and stakeholders in Foster Care locally, APFEL allows exchanges between separate linguistic areas ( technical adaptations and practices are needed to reach this objective)

· APFEL develops an exchange platform between professionals of foster care in Europe ( focus groups, website with information, resources or databases, forum ... )

Creating APFEL

On Thursday, November 22, 2012 APFEL was officially created as a non-for-profit organization under the Belgian law. The written laws (statutes) were approved and elections were held on that day . 11 directors of six different nationalities became founding members and the APFEL office was elected by APFEL 27 first members. APFEL's Office had the mission to legalize APFEL by deed and launch the website.

2013 : Official birth of APFEL

The deed was signed April 30, 2013 and the proceedings published in the Belgian monitor on May 15, 2013. 
Mini-Conferences
During the two semi-annual meetings of 2013 (6-7 June and 21-22nov), APFEL members agree to  open their exchanges to a wider audience, in the form of mini conferences . On this occasion, APFEL opens to speakers of other associations from different backgrounds , some of whom might join our association.

On June 7, 2013, in Brussels, APFEL invited : Hans Grietens  (The Netherlands, President of EUSARF), who presented a study on sexual abuse in foster care , Nathalie Chapon ( France, Univ.Aix en Provence) , who discussed her PhD thesis on attachment patterns in the foster family (title of her thesis : "Foster care and models of attachment" ), Silvio Premoli (Italy, La Grande casa, Universita Catolica di Milano) who discussed "Model of partnership with parents", Hubert Boutsen (Belgium, Child Psychiatrist) who shared his vision and practice of assessment of parenting skills of parents and of the foster families, Jane Asquith (UK, Trainer and Consultant in FC ) , who shared the British evidence-based assessment of fostering competencies. 
On 22 November, 2013, two speakers shared their reflections and interventions in Foster Care : Daniel COUM (France, social services Parentèle) shared his thoughts about the need for a new Another paradigm in child and family welfare, and Silvio PREMOLI  (Italy, La Grande Casa, Universita Catolica di Milano) his child rights-based approach in foster care and child and family welfare.
On may 17, 2014, the thematic working group “Voice of the Child” presented a variety of  tools and examples of Life Books and stressed the interest of using such tool in foster care, as a practical way to support the child, help him/her make sense of his/her experience in care, and implement the CRC’s articles on the right of the child to express his/her opinion and participate in decisions impacting his/her own life.
Thematic working groups

Each bi-annual APFEL meeting gives the opportunity of further work and exchanges between the members of APFEL’s thematic working groups. Along the way, new members join their forces and the objectives and methodology of the working groups are refined and moved forward. The working group "Voice of the child" studied the models and use of Life Books as a tool to support the expression of the child in care’s voice, experience, emotions and opinions. The collection of Life Book models and methods allowed this working group to offer a full-day conference on the topic, on Mat 17, 2014, in Paris. The two other groups continue their exploration and will eventually share their discoveries with APFEL members and a wider audience, as well.

Initiated by the French north-eastern team (Nancy, OHS), a cross-border group was set up on the topic of “giving” in the foster caring practices (reference to anthropologist Marcel Mauss and his study of giving, debt, giving back and informal exchanges between persons, as well as to a collective called MAUSS, acronym for “Movement Against Utilitarianism in Social Work”). This cross-border group reflect specifically on the dimensions of professional and/or volunteer work in Foster Care, and on the impact on the quality of care of the fact of being contracted formally, informally, or not (kinship care in most countries), receiving a salary or not, being considered as a professional or as a volunteer by the social work team, etc. and refers to the theory of Care (Carol Gilligan, Joan Tronto) which stresses the value of the “invisible” and non-programmable part of the caring relationship and practices.
Involvement of APFEL in external events : 
The French National Association for Family Placement, ANPF invited APFEL to participate to its annual meeting of La Rochelle (September 18, 2013) on the theme "Rethinking the attachment needs of children in care in terms of plural parenthood». APFEL delivered two workshops:
· One workshop on the topic of "Permanency Planning in Foster Care, the British experience", by Jane Asquith and Madeleine Tearse (United Kingdom)

· One workshop on the use of Life Books and Life Story narratives in foster care, led by Bep van Sloten (The Netherlands) and Robert Theisen (Luxemburg) .

The social work association “Rénovation” invited Apfel on the topic "Parenting : from Concepts to Practices" on October 18, 2013. Frédérique Lucet and Silvio PREMOLI shared Silvio Premoli’s work on cooperative work with parents in child and family welfare.
In September 2013, ARTE TV Germany asked ANPF to participate in a documentary on French/German practices in foster care, entitled “interim parents”, Vincent Ramon on behalf of APFEL was interviewed. The documentary has been broadcasted on May 7, 2014 .

APFEL projects

In 2013, during our two meetings, APFEL discussed the 2015 APFEL Conference Projects.
A steering committee for the APFEL Conference was created. However, realism and pragmatism led us to conclude that the project of a full-scope conference may be a risky and oversize challenge for APFEL, in the near future. 
Meanwhile, Robert Theisen and Silvio Premoli proposed additional ways to carry on with APFEL’s ambition of training and disseminating best practices in foster care, and link them to its need of financial resources:
- The "Caravan " project : it was initiated by Robert Theisen, who suggested that it would be interesting both to APFEL members and to visited organization, that APFEL would travel from country to country to hold its meetings, and present its mini-conferences. This would allow APFEL (and APFEL members from our various countries) to share their experiences, present their practices and could be considered as a training opportunity for the local practitioners. The topics of APFEL mini-conferences could fit the local needs and demands, and serve as a way to disseminate best practices and increase awareness of foster care and its critical issues, as well as to advertise APFEL. Financial return could be used to cover the travel expenses of APFEL members, allowing more of us to join the APFEL meetings.

The "CRC-based " project, developed by Silvio Premoli , wishes to make the most of APFEL’s thematic working groups productions, and to allow APFEL to act as a training institute (one of our strategic objectives). An agreement among APFEL members was found, so as to apply to the call for proposals of the EU fundamental rights and citizenship program, 2014. Silvio Premoli and the Italian leading team called for partnership among APFEL members, and APFEL as an AISBL participated as well in the proposal, as an associate partner, but without financial commitment, to the project proposal. 
Finally, mixing its will to act as a training provider and to reach out to local practitioners from country to country, APFEL decided to offer, on the occasion of each bi-annual APFEL meeting, a mini-conference to a larger audience, open to the public and for a charge, hosted by a local member or partner of APFEL. Such conferences should be in tune with the local needs and concerns regarding foster care practices, and reach out to professionals, practitioners, researchers and students locally, if possible including field visits.  

At the invitation of the French members of APFEL, Paris was chosen as the first stop of the APFEL caravan throughout Europe. The APFEL and working groups meetings, followed by a full-day conference, was held in Paris on May 16th and 17th, 2014.

In the coming months, other “oasis” will be chosen, in order to provide refueling points and opportunities for new exchanges on the course of the passage of the caravan (Geneva, Switzerland, on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the CRC, in November 2014, and Gronigen, The Netherlands, twinning with the University and the Center for Special Needs Education and Youth Care, headed by Hans Grietens, in April 2015…).
The Scientific Committee

It seemed essential to create a scientific committee. It will be responsible for approving publications, validating their ethics and facilitating their dissemination, as well as initiating the call for contributions in connection with the conference working group.

Conclusion

The year 2013 has been marked by the key event of the official creation of APFEL as an NGO ( AISBL) .

Our biannual meetings as conferences carry the promise of a bright future, based on the dissemination of experiences and reflections – the interest of such inter-country and multidisciplinary exchanges having been largely demonstrated, yet.

The thematic working groups have initiated and accumulated research which, in the near future, will allow us to develop and synthesize our positions, and take political stands. We hope we will be able to  partner with other associations whose role is more influential than APFEL’s, so as to promote quality care, best practices, international guidelines implementation and the CRC’s importance in foster care practices – for instance towards the European institutions.
The APFEL’s Caravan project opens the door to the dissemination of best practices through training opportunities that reach out towards local practitioners and answers local needs. CRC Fundamental rights project is an offshoot of the same aim, at the core of APFEL.
The development and survival of our association depends on our capacity to structure the association and allow it to find funding, at least to fund the travelling expenses of our members, who have been paying for all travelling expenses until now. Funding could also support the technical needs related to the “bilingual hub” definition of APFEL: covering for the website administration and for the translations costs. 
The next steps of the APFEL caravan will be Geneva, Switzerland in November 2014 and Groningen in the Netherlands in late April 2015.

Our young association arouses much interest. Maybe, its opening up to other cultures and new ways of thinking and acting in the field of foster care, act as a lever that helps us all have a reflective look at our local practices, understand their evolution , and move towards improved practices,  informed, inspired and expanded by models and experiences from elsewhere .

Committed as we are in this new adventure, we sometimes feel dizzy, at this stage.

APFEL is indeed a form of Utopia, a fuzzy space that we discover and invent along the way. 
The spirit of nomadism and austerity (“travelling light”) guides our caravan, which depends on the will, participation and commitment of members and hosting organizations. The lightness of our organization contrasts with the richness of the information and the depth of reflection that APFEL makes possible, thanks to its exchanges, discoveries and hybridization.
This should reinforce the idea that the importance is in the way, as is our commitment for the best interest of the child.  
Thank you for your attention.
Written by Vincent Ramon, APFEL President

Translated by Frederique Lucet, APFEL Secretary General
