
In Belgium, a work for peace
Chant d’Oiseau, home for mothers

The home for mothers, Chant d’Oiseau, welcomes lone pregnant mothers (with their 
children) who are facing serious problems such as acute loneliness, depression, family violence, 
homelessness, or illness.  Among these mothers are an increasing number of minors.

The personnel of this home speak French and work hand in hand with a sister 
organization which speaks Flemish, together to offer lodging and social support staff for 24 
mothers and about 40 children, most of whom are under three years of age.  They stay for periods 
of time between two months and two years, according to the seriousness of their problems.

These mothers in need of a place to stay are often referred to us by social 
workers, hospitals or the police.  Unfortunately there are more demands than there are 
available places, and about 2-3 mothers per day are referred to other facilities in Brussels or in 
the countryside.  The 24-hour residence is either in a building offering communal living where 
close monitoring of the mother-child relationship and related problems is possible, or in small
apartments across the street offering more independence. In one year we welcome about 60 
mothers and 120 children.



The communal life of women who are seriously injured by life and who 
have a different cultural orientation sometimes leads to tension which is managed by a 
team of teachers, social workers, and volunteer child-care helpers, guided by a nurse 
specializing in social worker.   The home is funded by grants from government agencies.  

The social support is adapted to each situation and can include hygiene 
and diet, how to shop wisely, how to manage a small budget while paying back debts, 
principles of child-care, following through on consultations with doctors, resolution of 
legal or administrative problems, taking a training program or going to school, how to find 
work and how to get up each morning in time for work, and social integration through 
learning one of the two local languages…We avoid over-protection by not doing for the 
mothers what they eventually must do for themselves, once they are alone

For pregnant women:  preparation for child-birth and care of the new-
born infant are at the center of our concern.  After observation we sometimes feel the 
necessity to protect the infant from danger by placing it in a nursery.  

Lending a listening ear is of great importance and creates a strong bond 
between the little family who confides in us and those who support them.    When women 
leave the home, there is a follow-up service to help them implement the principles 
learned during their stay. 

“We marvel at the courage of these mothers and the love 
they have for their children.  Those who have left us are 
proud to have earned a diploma or a job or to have 
recreated a balanced family unit with a lovely new babe-in-
arms.  Some mothers in turn help other women in dif ficulty 
and offer to help Chant d’Oiseau.  It is a great jo y for all of 
us.”

The collaboration of these two homes arises from the fact that both were founded by my family.  
The home that is funded by French-speakers was founded in 1975, and the other in 1989, because 
one part of the duplex occupied by the French-speakers belonged to Flemish instruction which had 
just separated itself from French instruction.  We then proposed to the Flemish government to open 
a home for Flemish mothers and children in the other part of the building.  These neighboring 
homes are only separated by an open door.   This permits continuing cooperation on communal 
projects even when legislation sometimes leads in opposite directions.   Together we purchased 12 
apartments across the street.  Thus we speak the two national languages, and we collaborate with 
services throughout all of Belgium

A bond of unity between two communities in rupture


