
After a challenging year for many of our families in Belarus, I was very keen to visit this year and to catch up with them properly. As 
always, there are so many people to see in a relatively short space of time with much to do in between times! It makes for a bit of a 
whirlwind trip. 

This year, I was accompanied by Hollie Sparrowhawk, who I have known since she was five years old and 
is now nineteen. Hollie was a fantastic addition to the visit; the children all adored her (as can be seen 
from the photos) and her insights were extremely valuable. I very much hope that she will be ‘persuaded’ 
to come with me again in the future!

As reflected in the report, the Sails of Childhood organisation, which we link closely with in Belarus, has 
had a huge influx of new families to their numbers recently.  There are a number of reasons for this.  Families with older children or who 
have been considered less in need of support have been asked to voluntarily leave the organisation to make way for more needy families. 
With ever-increasing unemployment in the region, there are associated increases in domestic violence rates and child abuse, linked to 
alcoholism.  This is something that we are working on addressing but is a massive problem in Belarus with 77% of women experiencing 
physical abuse from their intimate partner in their lifetime and 1/3 women being physically abused every year, from latest reports from 
Radislava (the Belarussian domestic violence organisation that we work with). Domestic violence is also not currently a crime in Belarus. 
We have been fortunate to receive specific funding from the Lady Ryder of Warsaw Memorial Trust to help with addressing these issues. I 
have not identified families specifically in this report who are affected by domestic violence to protect them. 

Many of our families have five or more children and this needs to be explained. Many years ago, the population of Belarus was decreasing 
due to parents only having one child, as they could not afford more. The government therefore brought in extensive benefits scheme for 
families who have five or more children. Families who then had two or three children would then often ‘try’ to have five children to obtain 
these benefits. These benefits were huge - housing, free university for all the children, extra income, ‘hero mother’ recognition. There have 
always been issues with this. We have had families who have got ‘stuck’ at 3/4 children due to illness or other issues and then incurred 
poverty and over-crowding associated with this. In the last couple of years, the government has also drastically reduced the benefits 
associated with having five children. So the families who had five children to try to alleviate poverty have now found themselves in an even 
worse position. 

We shall also no longer be running our English as a foreign language summer school project. With the increase in issues that children are 
facing at home, schools are seeing more problems with learning and behaviour in schools, unsurprisingly. With this in mind, we are looking 
to implement a new project to support younger children at the beginning of their schooling through a system of tutors, focussing on basic 
educational needs, such as reading, writing (both in Russian) and mathematics.  The plan is for these tutors to be able to meet with the 
children individually weekly throughout the year to support their learning and educational needs. If this is something that you would like to 
be involved with developing or financially supporting, please contact us. 

For any feedback, for further information or if you would like to get involved with supporting Bridges to Belarus with our work, please 
contact me at rachel.furley@gmail.com 

Known families 

Katya and Kolya

Katya is Galina’s second eldest daughter and she has lived for years in an old wooden house in a village outside of the main town. Her 
husband, Kolya, works away but he is a lovely man. The couple have two children; Daniela who is 13 years old and Diana who is four. They 
have just been able to buy a house within the town but needs a huge amount of repairs before it will be habitable. We have been able to 
help the family by providing building supplies and equipment. Many members of the family are skilled builders and they are all pulling 

together to make this home safe for the family. 

Galina Alexandrova

Galina has worked for Sails of Childhood voluntarily for over twenty years in Rogachev and has not asked for 
anything in return. In the last year, her daughter Natasha’s daughter, Irina 3, has undergone several operations on 
her eye to try to save her vision. It is not currently clear whether this is going to be possible but the whole family 



are trying to optimise things to improve Irina’s health for her future currently. This means that Natasha and her family of her husband, Irina 
and baby Artom have moved in with Galina and her 17 year old son Dima, who is currently a student. We have helped to support the 
family with a wardrobe, cupboard, desk and chair for Dima so that he can study in his room as he did not previously have a room that was 
equipped for him. 

Tanya

Tanya is a lovely lady who I met for the first time last year with her mother and four children (Sasha 7, 
twins Masha and Dasha 4 and Vanya 2). We helped them by supplying a fridge and wardrobes. These 
have been extremely gratefully received and the family are trying very hard to improve things for their 
family. This year, we have helped the family by providing some further storage for the family. 

Lena

I have known Lena and her three wonderful daughters for several years. Her husband 
works as a bus driver in the town. The girls are all extremely sweet and they have taken 
exceptional care of everything that we have provided for them. We have helped with 
supplying various pieces of furniture. This year, we have supported them with a kitchen 
table with stools and a washing machine. Without a washing machine, Lena is having to 
hand wash clothing which is a struggle for the whole family. 

Natasha and Valera

Natasha is about to deliver her fifth child any day - I did wonder whether I was going to 
have to deliver it during my visit! I don’t know how she managed to cope with all her 
family and us causing the chaos of a visit as well. She is superwoman. I have known 
Natasha for years and love her family very much. She has overcome a great deal and 
provides her children with a loving home. Her current husband, father to Anastasia and 
the new baby, is a highly skilled carpenter but there is not much demand for his work 
locally and the income that he can generate is not good. The family are all trying very 
hard but they are struggling. We have supported them by providing a table and bench 
seating, as they do not currently have anywhere to sit and eat together. Valera has built 
everything else but having something lightweight that can fold away will be very helpful 
with limited space and so many people. 

Nina

We were invited to celebrate Arina’s third birthday with Nina and her family, which was lovely! 
The family are all doing well. Dasha, the eldest, is thriving at university and Alexandra and Roman 
are doing well at school. We have helped with providing a fridge, furniture and wallpaper/repairs to 
the flat previously. This has been a huge help and the family are doing much better. 

Marina

Marina and her family received support last year in the form of building supplies to fix the 
house that they live in. Marina and her husband live with their parents and their five children 
in a small, wooden house which was leaking and falling apart last year. After the repairs, the 
house has withstood the winter and things have improved significantly. We also ensured that 
the children all had safe places to sleep by providing beds and mattresses for all of them. 
These have remained clean and dry as the house is no longer leaking. The children are all 
doing well and thriving.

Maria and Katya (photo from 2018)

I met Maria and Katya last year with their extended family. I was not able to visit them this year 
but we have supported their families regardless.  Maria has five children, of which Katya is the 
eldest.  Katya has two sons herself and is expecting her third currently.  Maria’s youngest son, 
Timofey, has hemiplegic cerebral palsy, which affects the way he walks and he struggles to use his 
right hand.  We supported the family last year with building supplies for their home to try to 
make it safer for Timofey, as he struggles with his mobility but also as it was just unsafe generally.  
Katya was also living in the home with her young children, so improving it for everyone was 



beneficial.  This year, both Maria and Katya have been admitted to hospital so we did not visit the home to increase the stress on Vasya, 
Maria’s husband, who is caring for the rest of the family.  Katya has had complications with her pregnancy and Maria has had an operation 
on her arm.  To help the family, we have bought Maria and Vasya a washing machine and fridge, as they do not have either currently.  Maria 
will not be able to hand wash items for some time after her operation.  Katya will be moving out from the family home when she is well 
enough.  We have bought her a washing machine to help her with her new home and growing family.

New families 

Tanya

Tanya is the first of our new families. She lives in a tiny apartment which 
consists of a single room and a kitchen with her husband and three children, 
Yana 9 and identical twins, Evalina and Alina 4. Obviously, the family struggle 
for space. There are very few options for us with regard to helping with 
furniture but the children do not currently have beds with the twins having to 
share a cot intended for a baby. We have therefore found some bunk beds 
which will fit in the space available and a third bed for Yana, along with a 
slimline washing machine which will fit in the kitchen. Tanya and her husband 
currently sleep in the kitchen as this is the only space available to them. 

Valentina 

Valentina has multiple health issues and also lives in a small flat, 
consisting of one room and a kitchen. She has three children; Arina 
11, Maxim 8 and Vladim 6. Valentina is not able to work but she 
makes the most incredible bead sculptures which she does sell 
locally and all her children are exceptionally talented in artistic 
mediums. We have supported the family with beds for all the 
children to ensure that they all have somewhere safe to sleep, 
including one sofa bed because then this can be used as a sofa during 
the daytime. This is an option that many of our families welcome as 
they need to space during the day as a living space and this cannot 
be “wasted” by a bed when living in such a small flat. We have also 
provided a washing machine as Valentina is struggling with washing 

clothing for the children and maintaining their dignity is extremely important. 

Katya

Katya and her family are also new to our charity. Katya has three children; Arseniy 17, Sasha 
11 and Nastya 5. They live in a flat with very little furniture currently. Katya has ensured that 
her children all have safe places to sleep but this is at her own expense as she is currently 
sleeping on the floor. We have supported the family by supplying some wardrobes and a 
washing machines, as well as a bed and mattress for Katya. 

Yulia and Vladislav

Yulia and Vladislav have four children; Maya 11, Arina 7, Sofia 3 and Radion 9 months. Vladislav works 
early shifts and often works away from the family home. They have managed to provide beds for all 
of their children and made their home safe but there is very little within their apartment currently. 
We have supported the family by supplying some wardrobes and a cupboard complex to help with 
storage. 

Lena

Lena lives with her three children, Pavel 13, Kiril 6 
and Yana 4. The two boys were delighted by the 
Lego gifts whilst Hollie and Yana became instant 
friends! We have supported the family with a sofa 
bed and table this year. 



Olga

Olga works extremely hard at the local pig farm where the wages are very low and the work 
is tough. She has five children; Stanislav 13, Vladimir 11, Nikita 9, Denis 7 and Sofia 5. The 
family are struggling with minimal income into the household and so many children to 
support. We have helped this year with a fridge, microwave and stools so that all the children 
can sit down to eat. 

Arina

Arina is not able to work outside the home due to her own health issues but makes beautiful 
books and crafts at home which she sells locally to try to support her family. She has four 
children; Artimi 13, Lada 10, Evgenia 7 and Alexdrina 6. Artimi did not have a bed to sleep 
on, so we have addressed this by supplying one. We have also supplied a wardrobe and a 
sofa as the family did not have these either. 

Alicia

Alicia’s home is lively! She lives in two rooms with her mother and her five children; Alina 13, 
Konstantine 11, Nazar 9, Nikita 8, Matvey 7 and Michael 8 months. There is very little space 
and Alina did not have a bed when we visited. The family agreed that a sofa bed would be 
preferable so that this could be used during the daytime as well. We have supplied this along 
with a washing machine and microwave to help with food preparation for so many children 
within such cramped conditions. 

Olga

Olga lives with her three children; Denis 7, Evgenia 4 and Timofey 4. This apartment was 
bare when we visited. There was no furniture in any of the rooms apart from a single 
sofa and a borrowed table for us to eat from. No one had any beds and they were all 
trying to sleep on the single sofa or on the concrete floor. We have now supplied three 
beds with mattresses for the children and Olga declined a bed for herself, stating that the 
sofa was fine for her. We have also supplied a washing machine and fridge as the family 
had no way to safely store food. 

Olga

Olga lives with her three children in a flat in central Rogachev and particularly delighted 
me by having a black spaniel (which I also have, for those who don’t know me)! The 
children are Alicia 13, Denis 6 and Daniel 3. The flat is a tiny single room and a kitchen. 
They are struggling both with income and physical space. We have provided a sofa bed 
and a slimline washing machine for the family, as they are unable to hand wash clothing 
and dry it safely within such a small area, especially in the winter. 

Svetlana

We now have triplets within our organisation in Belarus for the first time! Mariana, Artimi and David 
are gorgeous four year old triplets who are full of energy and chatter. They are born only slightly 
prematurely and do not appear to have any long term complications from their multiple birth, which 
is extremely unusual in any country but particularly in Belarus. However, they do live in a tiny flat 
with two small rooms with both their parents. I’m sure that anyone who has had to contain three 
energetic four year olds for any length of time would want a safe space with enough room for them 



to move around in - and preferably get away from each other!  This family do not have this luxury on either count. Having three children 
all at the same age presents many issues in terms of cost. The triplets are now at the stage where they need individual beds - they had 
been sharing cots until now. We have provided these. We have also replaced the sofa which was in the living room as it had nails sticking 
out of the back which I was worried was going to cause significant injury. 

Tanya

Tanya is the sister of Natasha, who is featured above in the ‘known families’ section. I met her 
briefly six years ago when she just had one child and was pregnant with her second. Now she 
has four!  She has Kristian 8, Polina 6, Adalina 3 and Iliya 10 months. She lives in a village 
outside of Rogachev which is quite remote. The family live in a single room flat with a kitchen 
which is not at all suitable for a growing family. They have just about packed in enough beds 
into the single room for everyone but there is no other space for anything else.  We have 
supplied a table with a bench for the kitchen, a cooker and water heater for the kitchen as 
they did not have any of these and I was concerned about how the family would survive over 
the winter months. 

Alona 

Alona lives in an old wooden house on the outskirts of Rogachev with her mother and 
three children; Maria 9, Pavel 5 and Ivan 11 months. The children all have beds but they 
have been supported with wardrobes and a table this year. The family have very little and 
are really struggling but have put the needs of their children first. 

Sails of childhood  

We supplied large food parcels to every family of the Sails of Childhood organisation this year, we usual. The food parcels contained pasta, 
rice, flour, porridge oats, buckwheat, sugar and oil in sufficient quantities to last the majority of families several months over the winter 
months when times are hard. Distributing these is always a good time to catch up with families that I have known for years but have not 
had the opportunity to visit individually during my time in Belarus. 

Disabled people’s home 

During my visit last year, we offered support to a disabled people’s home that our social services contact, Tamara, had begun working at.  

This year, I visited the home and we were able to supply equipment to furnish a physiotherapy/medical room for the home. The home 
caters for people aged above sixteen years old up to old age and with any learning disability, dementia and physical disabilities can be 
accommodated as well. 

I had previously visited this home fifteen years ago and was utterly dismayed at how people were treated within it and vowed never to 
return. However, with Tamara now leading, it is wonderful. The people are happy, staff appear to be genuinely engaged and wanting to 
help and the entire place has a totally different feel. It was fantastic to see the difference that a good team of people can make to the lives 
of people who are dependent on others for their lives and lifestyle. We shall be supporting this home and ensuring that this continues into 
the future. 





Many people bought gifts for the children from our Amazon wishlist this year. Thank you so much for this. It made the children so happy!



Thank you so much to each and every one of our supporters. Without you, we would not be able to do any of the 
work that we do.

For more photos and updates, please follow us on instagram, Facebook and Twitter. Our website is 
www.bridgestonelarus.org.uk and has more information about how to make regular or one off donations. Please 
contact me if you would like to support us in other ways. 

Rachel 

Dr Rachel Furley MBE
Founder and Chair of Bridges to Belarus 
rachel.furley@gmail.com


