     "The Team of Hope" or how the sport changed human lives 


Bulgaria won bronze medals at World Football Cup championship  in the U.S. in 1994, but the Bulgarian national football team didn’t participate to World Football Cup finals for 14 years (his last performance was in 1998 in France).
This year Bulgaria for the first time in the past 14 years will be presented at the World Football championship - it will happen on the tenth football World Cup for homeless people (Homeless World Cup), which will be held on the "Constitution Square" in the downtown of Mexico City, Mexico, from 6 to 14 October 2012.
This unique as a conception world championship is organized annually (since 2003) by the international foundation Homeless World Cup, supported by UN, UEFA and the Telmeks Foundation as well.
In this global football tournament with very specific rules can participate only football-players (amateurs), who are from socially vulnerable and discriminated groups in the society, such as homeless (as defined by the law for the homeless people of the respective country), drug addicted, refugees and etc.
The players can be both men and women, who are at age 16 or above to date of the tournament, and who also must meet at least one of the following 4 criteria:
 - have been homeless at some time after 1 October 2011 (according to the law definition of homeless people in the country where they live);
 - to provide basic income from collecting paper in the streets;
 - to seek political asylum at the time of holding the championship without a positive status of political refugees in the past or have sought political asylum, but have been received permanent residence after 1 October 2011;
 - in the last 12 calendar months have conducted treatment and/or rehabilitation of drug or alcohol addiction and have been homeless at some point in the past two years (after 1 October 2010). 
According to the rules of the Homeless World Cup, the national football teams of countries involved in this tournament, can be composed by men only, by women only, or mixed teams, and they should have entered into the card-index a total of 8 players.
All teams must be represented at the World Cup for homeless people in full strength of 8 players, and on the field, however, play up to 4 players - three field players and one goalkeeper. The other four players are reserves by applying repeated changes without waiting for permission of the referee.
During the tournament the teams play two half-times of seven minutes each (with 1 minute pause between them), and the match are on small gates on the ground with size of 22 m (length) x 16 m (width). 
The size of the gate also is specific - it’s four meters wide and 1,30 meters high, and it’s depth is about 1 meter. 
The penalty area of the field is a circle with a radius of 4 meters and the height of the railings encircle the field is 1,10 m.
The latest edition of the Homeless World Cup took place in August 2011 in the French capital Paris. At last tournament have participated 64 national football teams - 48 mens only and 16 women only.

For this year's jubilee tenth football World Cup for homeless people in Mexico City are have been selected and invited a record number of national teams - 72, 56 of them are male national teams, and 16 are female national teams.
Among them for first time will be the Bulgarian national football team for homeless people, composed entirely from young people aged 17 to 30, who are from vulnerable social groups and who were often discriminated on the ground of different reasons.
In Bulgaria, this team is called "The Team of Hope".

Bulgaria and Homeless World Cup

How did come to the Bulgarian participation in the Homeless World Cup in Mexico? This happens due to a young Bulgarian businessman from Sofia - Victor Kirkov, who is manager of the company Sports Management Bulgaria Ltd. In August 2011 the his company became an official partner of the Homeless World Cup Foundation for Bulgaria.
To promote the cause of the initiative Homeless World Cup has attracted the most successful Bulgarian football coach Mr.Dimitar Penev, who also is the best ambassador for Bulgaria of this high-minded project.
"The main objective of the international initiative Homeless World Cup is long-term - through the football and through the sport as a whole, to encourage the social integration into the society of young people without their own home or desperate people from vulnerable social groups, who for one or another reason are neglected, discriminated and rejected by the society”, says to the web media Novi Iskar online Mr.Victor Kirkov - representative for Bulgaria of the Homeless World Cup.

For example, in Bulgaria, we need to overcome the hidden everyday discrimination of this people in our society.
Surely the sport is the most appropriate instrument to cope with this discrimination, and a medium for the successful integration of these young people who the society has rejected and have put to them the stamp of outsiders.
Through this great football championship, the homeless and drug addicted youngsters from different countries, including Bulgaria, managed to create in themselves sports and human qualities such as self-discipline, ambition, purposefulness, responsibility, self-respect and tolerance to others. 
Through the sport they begin to think as a team and work perfectly with each other, despite some ethnic and individual differences, formed a united team and many new and genuine friendships.
Foundation Homeless World Cup, supported by UN and UEFA, annually organized World Cup for homeless people, and currently over 100 000 homeless people (mostly youths) in over 70 countries around the world have benefited from its activities.
The effects are unprecedented. Over 70 % of homeless-players involved in the Homeless World Cup, change their lives for the better. They build confidence and motivation for personal development, complete break with the dependence on drugs and alcohol, get jobs, housing, education, training, and many of them later become players, coaches or social workers. 
Undoubtedly, the football, as a social phenomenon, is one of the tools for better understanding of the diversity in the society. It helps for successful integration of the people from vulnerable social groups and can change the public attitudes about the persons from the minorities and for those who are different from us.
Asen Stankov is 21-years old and is one of the eight players who have been selected for the Bulgarian national team for homeless people, led by the coach Metody Zdravkov. 
Asen was homeless until recently. He is from Roma origin who grew up alone and do not know his mother and father. 
To his 18th year he lived in social children’s homes only. He currently works as an ordinary construction worker in Sofia and have not own home – he living temporarily with a known family in Sofia.Asen has only primary education. Previously he had lived among dangerous people - thieves, drug addicted, drug dealers and etc., but despite the difficulties, he has survived.
The Project Homeless World Cup change his life. We talk with him about his participation in the Bulgarian national football team for homeless people, in which he is one of the key players – he plays as a defensive midfielder.
"I do not know my parents, my childhood passed in orphanages”, Asen Stankov said. “In the past I have moved in the company of dangerous people - drug dealers, criminals, pimps, etc., but I managed to survive. With great desire I got involved in this project for the homeless people and I’m grateful to my coach Mr.Metody Zdravkov and the manager Mr.Victor Kirkov that they have voted to me that trust. 
The sport really changed my life at this stage - I became more disciplined, independent and responsible. I can work with other people, but also know I can count on my new and true friends. Now I look very positively on the life and I know I can succeed on my own to change my own life. The sport helps me a lot about that and I hope for a successful position of the team on the championship in Mexico”.
Another player of the Bulgarian “Team of Hope" is Alexander Pantov, who is 25-years old and playing in the team as a defender. He don’t know his father, only his mother, but do not maintain any contacts with her for years. 

From 7th  to 18th  years of age Alexander also lived only in social children’s homes for abandoned children, and now, after he got a job in Sofia, hi hired a small single room in Bulgarian capital city.. 
He works as a furniture worker  and he has secondary education. In August 2012 Alexander  will apply in one of the universities in Sofia to continue their education. 
The sport changed his views about the life.
Alexander also had a bad start at the beginning of his life but he has an ambition the rest of his life to go in a different direction. He gained from the sport various qualities – he is very disciplined and demanding to himself and to others as well. He rely primarily on himself, not to the State. He believes in the good and loves football madly.
"My participation in the Bulgarian national football team for homeless people is the best thing that happened to me to this moment”, Alexander said.

“Thanks to football and my participation in this project, I think a little differently - I feel myself like a part of this society in which, unfortunatly, still exists a hidden discrimination against persons from the minorities and to people from different vulnerable social groups.
I hope to help with my personal contribution to be changed attitude of the Bulgarian society towards young people from the minorities and to those youngsters, who raised in orphanages, without parents”, added Alexander and joined to the training of the  team, with which he hopes to presents Bulgaria successfully in the Homeless World Cup finals in Mexico City.
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          The Team of Hope - Bulgarian national football team for homeless with the
         the famous Bulgarian footballer Valeri Bozhinov (below, the forth from the
         right)

The eight boys with difficult and hard fates from the Bulgarian "Team of Hope" now playing in front of empty stands, no one recognizes them in the streets of Sofia and nobody wants their autographs. 
They are not sport stars so far, but the sport forever changed their destiny. They hope that the Bulgarian society will look more positively and with tolerance on them and to people like them after the Homeless World Cup finals in Mexico.
It’s delightedly that many Bulgarian and foreign companies are optimistic about the “Team of Hope” and they are gave a hand to the team.
Two major Greek companies are the main sponsors of the participation of the Bulgarian national football team for the homeless people at World Cup in Mexico – one of them is the mobile operator Globul, which is 100 % owned by the largest Greek GSM operator Cosmote and the second one is Eko Bulgaria EAD, which is a part of the Hellenic Petroleum Group - the largest commercial and industrial group in Greece.
How the sport and particularly the football, can change human lives in neighboring of   Bulgaria Greece - let's take a look at the most southern Greek island of Crete, a place where live many immigrants from dozens of countries and people from different ethnic and social background.

     Chania (Crete Island):The football is more than a game
A football team consisted of immigrants and local residents, is not a common phenomenon in a provincial town of any European country. Scientists, workers and ordinary people in general are joining forces with immigrants in an effort to defeat racism and to promote the self-evident "that we're just all equal."

The benefits of multiculturalism in all its glory. The differences that we believe that are dividing us constitute nothing else but an ideological fantasy that we have adopted to establish the society we live in. 

A football game with a mixed group of players coming from various countries confronted with a group of prisoners coming from the local prisons in Crete island. In the end nobody cares about the score, leaving all embraced. Let's look at things from the beginning ...

Chania is a multicultural city. It is a city where people are generally friendly to immigrants. But many believe that migrants should not exceed a limit that has to do primarily with delinquent behaviors which attach to them.

The economic crisis in Greece has brought major upheavals in the labor market. Unemployment exceeds 25 %. This is a result of the ever increasing scarcity of jobs. So the difficulty of finding a job affects all the residents who live here – in Crete. Affects the local population but also legal immigrants who have obtained a work permit.

Town of Chania is no exception to this rule. Additionally happen often criminal actions against legal immigrants and not without distinction in the country of origin of small fascist groups that act occasionally but not controlled by the police. Recently an  immigrant lost a kidney from a beating without anyone ever being arrested. Similar phenomena exist but fortunately are not the rule.

In this city – Chania, the mutual actions have brought the city into a prominent position as the actions involved all residents without discrimination in the country of origin have to do with issues of feeding, housing and job placement efforts, which are mostly private efforts initiative result of sensitivity of the inhabitants of this city.

In town of Chania there is the haunt of immigrants (Steki Metanaston), every year they organize anti-racist events with large participation of the local population. There are musical and theatrical events and a presentation of a kitchen with dishes from around the world. These are all actions of private initiative.

In this context it was made and a football team that called Meikti Kosmou (Joint World). It consists of immigrants and local people. The friendly games at the local prison Agia are a common occurrence, so given the possibility of prisoners to communicate with the outside world. At the same time they deliver to the prisoners clothing.
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    The football team that called Meikti Kosmou (Joint World)

This group makes workouts of Chania, has participated in a tournament held in Patras last year. It was a tournament with teams of homeless people from all over Greece. But he has participated and abroad with other immigrant groups in order to exchange experiences to discuss their problems.

No one has provided equipment and clothing in this group all come from the participants themselves and anyone who wants to help voluntarily.
Balls, clothes and shoes all of them. There is one volunteer who performs the duties of coach, trainer, but with no a coach graduate, but with several years experience in the football as a gamer.

The workouts are once or twice a week during winter, but during the summer period the things are more relaxed.
The paradox is that in addition to legal immigrants who are members of this group, there are migrants who work legally have papers to work but do not have papers to stay in Greece. Employees who are living in Chania for years, have jobs, they have paid their social security, but the state does not permit them to stay,  are a statutory limbo between illegality and legality of a hovering. Members who belong to this category can not travel abroad to friendly.
Ali - the goolkeeper of this group, as and other members did this great try and learned well the Greek going to night school. Sometimes racist treatment but were mainly at verbal level.
The sport believe that helped them to acclimatize and to integrate more closely in the local community. Not interested in victory but only the participation and experience. 

The victory is not as Ali says focus with football played by two teams when the victory will be celebrated for one day. They try not to make even one foul. Please note that this group Meikti Kosmou (Joint World) has not yet made a victory in an official game, but they are not disappointed.

Dealing with sports helped them significantly in finding a job. Ali even though today is unemployed in the past two times he found work through the action of this group but the same happened in other members of the team, where their participation in actions with members of the haunt of immigrants (Steki Metanaston),  helped them to find a job. But now conditions are more difficult than ever, but apply to everyone in the city of Chania.

Even for manual work, many people having seen members of this group to offer them work so to somehow become more known in town and somehow break the myth that immigrants are a different situation lurking dangers.

Have joined as an equal claim to the local community, have friends from Chania participate in joint activities and discussions with them.

Let's look at some typical stories the team members who are immigrants: 

In the first game with the prisoners they were several goals back in score, as they thought that prisoners would be somehow hard so they did not press them in order to avoid making a foul, but that was the fear of the rookie, not the rule. "


In a race in Anogia in the area of ​​Rethymnon went and played there with a group of child migrants living and working in this area. As stated by the opponents Anogia team won a team, that as they said, defeated them in their behavior as they did not even a foul.

All games have an audience but the majority was schoolchildren in the area. On average the games are being watched by around 350 to 500 spectators.

A provincial town with a group of immigrants and natives gives a good example to all of us. 
The action of the members of this group is not limited to sports; he is simply a graphical representation of a reality that has the goal that aims to promote solidarity among different population groups.


These actions are extended to all levels as the crisis in Greece and the town of Chania is embarrassing in a large part of this city.

Volunteers from the local community and with the help of the church have organized spaces are fed and housed vulnerable population groups in this city. There is only a shelter for migrants and locals in the past to account for 30 % of those who survive on these actions.

Almost all the immigrants that are members of the Meikti Kosmou (Joint World) team survive thanks to these rations. As a result this group of people has temporarily suspended its activities since June. 
Having no other economic assistance and resources, but only the moral support of a group of local citizens, this group may be past history.

All local authorities must do their best in order to support such an effort that will only have a positive influence in a society which even though is in a status of economical crisis it should protect its intercultural character. 

Valentin Todorov (Bulgaria)

Stylianos Papantonakis (Greece)

(with the support of the MARS, a Joint Programme between the EU and its Fundamental Rights and Citizenship Programme, and the Council of Europe)
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