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Abstract 
The present interview introduces „Pentru Voi” (“For You”) Sheltered Unit where 44 
people with intellectual disabilities work and describes the social and legislative 
issues that hold back the unit. Also, Ms. Laila Onu talks about the ingredients for a 
successful social economy endeavor: tailoring products to market needs, maintain-
ing a close connection with customers and providing employees with continuous 
training programs.  
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1. Who are the beneficiaries you hired in your 
enterprise and what kind of work do they do?  

L.O. At present, „Pentru Voi” Sheltered Unit has 44 employees 
engaged in various income-generating activities. Let me give you a few 
examples of products and services they provide: typing services, 
promotional materials for companies (leaflets, brochures, business 
cards etc.), packaging services, cleaning and landscape maintenance 
services, product assembling etc. The unit also has mobile teams that 
can provide the services on site, whether they are packing, cleaning, 

                                                
[1] Nongovernmental organization located in Timișoara, 47 Ion Slavici Str., which provides 

social services to adults with intellectual disabilities.  
[2] Sociologist, Project Manager Assistant, Alternative Sociale Association, Iași, 8A Cuza-Vodă 

Street, Tel.: 0733955116; E-mail: gpascaru@alternativesociale.ro. 
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gardening or others. The services can be tailored to the needs of each 
and every customer.  

2. What is the professional insertion rate for the 
vulnerable people working in your enterprise?  

L.O. Most of the people with intellectual disabilities hired at „Pentru 
Voi” Sheltered Unit have kept their job. This is the result of a constant 
effort on the part of our team of specialists and support staff who assist 
these employees in their work. The only time when people with 
intellectual disabilities who worked in our sheltered unit lost their job 
was when their families had the court declare them incompetent, which 
meant we had to terminate their labor contract. Here I would like to 
emphasize that the provisions of the current Labor Code, according to 
which people who are legally declared incompetent are not allowed to 
work without their guardian’s permission (not even in a sheltered unit), 
are a major obstacle to hiring people with intellectual disabilities.  

3. What are the funding sources of the social economy 
enterprise you are running? In what do you reinvest the 
profit you make?  

L.O. „Pentru Voi” Sheltered Unit is self-funded by way of the 
activities it carries out, the goods and services it provides. The profit is 
reinvested in the procurement of equipment for the sheltered unit and 
in socio-professional support programs.  

4. Where do you distribute the products/services 
made/delivered by the social economy enterprise and 
how are they received by society? How do these products 
stand the pressure of market competition? 

L.O. Our products are usually made at the request of institutions or 
companies with more than 50 employees which prefer to procure items 
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or services from our sheltered unit so as to benefit from the tax 
exemption. The products and services we offer are well received by the 
community. We have partners we have worked with even before the 
sheltered unit was set up and the fact that together we have made it 
through the economic crisis means a lot to both parties. The items made 
in the decorations workshop (cards, Christmas and Easter ornaments, 
bags, aprons, Christmas boots) are also sold during in season fairs. But 
they sell best at fairs organized by companies or on the basis of orders 
placed by these. 

Although our purpose is to help people with intellectual disabilities 
achieve social inclusion through work, we have constantly tried to 
adapt our products and services to the demands of the market, we 
developed and focused more on the items and services that sold most 
and we learned the market economy rules.  

5. What is the potential and capacity for expanding this 
enterprise? To this end, what would be the role of 
mobilizing funds or creating new partnerships? 

L.O. At the end of May 2012, we shall finish the third day center our 
„Pentru Voi” Foundation has opened so far. It is called Orizonturi Noi 
(New Horizons) Center, set up to accommodate 30 people with 
intellectual disabilities, and it will be the place where we shall relocate 
and expand our Copy-Center workshop currently operating in our 
sheltered unit. It is an important component of the „Social economy – a 
chance for people with intellectual disabilities” project which aims to 
ensure a nationwide promotion of the concept and practice of social 
inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities on the basis of social 
economy mechanisms. The project will end in June this year and is co-
financed by the European Social Fund through the 2007–2013 
Development of Human Resources Sectorial Operational Program – 
„Invest in People!”. 
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6. What obstacles do you come across in running the 
enterprise? 

L.O. One of the obstacles we are faced with is the competition of 
other „fake” social enterprises/sheltered units which hire the legally 
minimum number of people with disabilities with the aim of making as 
high a profit as possible (“parasite sheltered units”). Thus, by involving 
only few people with disabilities in the making of products/delivering 
of services, they evade the law and ignore the actual role that sheltered 
units have - to provide a job for people with disabilities who fail to 
integrate on the free labor market. Use of skilled workforce who does 
not require assistance increases the work efficiency and lowers the 
costs and prices demanded. This approach is in conflict with that of 
sheltered units which aim to facilitate the professional integration of 
people with severe disabilities. This is also the goal of our „Pentru Voi” 
Sheltered Unit where more than 97% of the employees are people with 
severe intellectual disabilities who most require on-the-job support. 

Another obstacle that keeps us from developing the working team to 
the extent we wish is the labor legislation in force which prevents the 
employment of people with disabilities legally declared incompetent, a 
measure which violates a fundamental right that has great impact on 
the life of a person with intellectual disabilities.  

Also, the economic crisis has led to a decline in the number of orders 
that companies place with our sheltered unit. 

7. What important community social issues do the 
activities of the sheltered unit address? What does the 
unit bring new to the community? 

L.O. Our sheltered unit provides jobs to 44 people with intellectual 
disabilities who otherwise would have nothing to do and no real 
chances to become socially integrated. Their families have an improved 
quality of life and standard of living. Our beneficiaries’ self-esteem 
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changes for the better and they feel useful and appreciated. These 
people are an active component of the society they live in, proving they 
can and are willing to work.  

8. What is, in your opinion, the meaning of social 
economy?  

L.O. Social economy is about using the market economy mechanisms 
to the benefit of the vulnerable groups, mainly by creating jobs for 
them. What defines social economy is the twofold goal it pursues: that 
of social impact and of profit-making, more precisely economic viability. 
In our case, by working with people with intellectual disabilities, we 
aim to enhance the quality of life for them and their families by 
facilitating their integration in the community, and an important step in 
that direction is to provide them with a job and a steady income. 
„Pentru Voi” Sheltered Unit is about jobs for this disadvantaged group 
of people, it’s about a skillful match between the target group’s abilities 
and the market demand, it’s about putting our employees’ skills to good 
use, about discovering what products and services companies look for 
that our people can make and deliver.  

9. How do you think social economy should be 
promoted so that people in Romania know as much as 
possible about it? 

L.O. Social economy should enjoy a wider promotion in Romania, 
particularly since it is in its early stages. I think it would be good to 
promote it through TV ads, through fairs that showcase items and 
services provided by local and national social enterprises, through 
public events about special achievements in this field that are relevant 
for the socioeconomic setting.  
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10. Do you think the Romanian legislation supports or 
obstructs the social economy activity you conduct? 

L.O. At the moment, the Romanian legal framework is in our favor 
because more than half of our customers are companies with over 50 
employees that procure goods and services on the basis of the 
legislation in force.  

11. In your opinion, would a partnership between the 
social economy enterprises in Romania help develop this 
concept? 

L.O. As far as the strategy, procedures and legislation in this field are 
concerned, all entities involved in social economy should work together 
to create a unified, fair and accurate concept and prevent the occurrence 
of „parasite sheltered units” which take advantage of the legislative 
provisions.  

12. What would you advise those who wish to set up a 
social economy enterprise? 

L.O. I would advise them to choose a field that they feel is close to their 
heart so that they are motivated enough to overcome all the challenges 
they will be faced with. Also, it is very important that they focus on the 
market demand and try to identify what the market needs are, and last 
but not least, that they run an effective marketing campaign in order to 
conclude lasting partnerships with large companies on the market, as a 
way to ensure the sustainability of their enterprise. 

 




