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Why cross-regional cooperation?

By Stefan Manevski, Center for Intercultural Dialogue, Kumanovo, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, contact: Manevski.stefan@macedonia.eu.org
Bringing participants from Programme countries as well as different Neighbouring Partner regions together in one project has become possible under the Youth in Action Programme. Since 2007, several organisations have taken up the challenge and used the support of the Programme for cooperation in this wider geographical framework. Stefan Manevski describes how “mixing the regions” can offer an amazing opportunity for intercultural learning and exchange as well as for personal and organisational development.
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Not so long ago, in August 2007, my colleague was preparing a training course, which aimed to explore human rights in relation to cultural and traditional backgrounds. He was contacted by organizations from Azerbaijan and Armenia, which seemed to offer interesting input on the topic. At first it seemed impossible, or even outrageous to include them in the project. Often issues like “imagine the visa difficulties” or “think how much the flights cost” were raised in our office. After checking the Programme Guide, we saw that it is not explicitly said one could not “mix the regions”, so we decided to give it a go.

Since then almost all projects within the Youth in Action Programme that the Center for Intercultural Dialogue has developed, included partners from Eastern Europe and the Caucasus region. But we believe there is one project above all that extended our organizational capacity and offered possibilities for learning and exchange, much beyond our initial expectations. 

In 2008 following a discussion on how to improve training in youth work our educational team had a debate on what is personal development and what it means in different contexts. As youth workers we are certainly conducting various activities with the young people who attend our centres, organizations or clubs, but what is the purpose of these activities? Is the work value-based? Does it aim to improve the competences of young people? Are we aiming for their personal development or it just occurs unplanned? 
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Based on this discussion we had an idea for a training course on personal development in youth work. We made an international call for partners and sent it to different organisations that are dealing with youth work and training. We received almost 40 applications with different viewpoints on how they could contribute and benefit from this project. 

Cross-regional cooperation

The selection of suitable partners from 40 organisations based in 30 different countries was difficult. It is important to try to identify the potential strengths and weaknesses of the potential partners. How can this partner contribute to your project, and even more importantly, what can you learn from them? Very often Youth in Action is mistakenly understood as a programme supporting only mobility. However, its main aim is educational. Non-formal education contributes to the development of young people and youth workers as well as youth organisations.

We wanted to leave space for creativity and innovation: An Irish organisation combating racism explained personal development very differently from a youth club in Palestine. A Latvian organisation working on non-formal education could contribute a lot in this respect, as well as an Azeri students’ association promoting learning through exchanges and intercultural dialogue. In the end we invited 26 organisations from 26 countries.

Our enthusiasm grew even more as the project was approved and we started to receive applications from potential participants. There were already some visible sub-groups of interests, but notably, the sub-groups were not divided by regions. Regardless of where they came from, the candidates were eager to come and share their expectations, fears and potential, gain experience, explore and develop their ideas. 
Benefits and opportunities of “mixing the regions”

The region of South East Europe, due to its perspective for EU accession, might share more common goals with the European Union countries in comparison with the other Neighbouring Partner Regions. Working with partners from geographical Asia or Africa is therefore interesting, allowing one to see beyond “the European box” and think more on a global scale. On the other hand, the cross-regional cooperation makes the “borders of Europe” more visible; opportunities existing in Europe are not open for everybody. It is important when exploring concepts and topics such wide as personal development in youth work, to be able to provide a challenge for participants rather than a confirmation of accumulated knowledge. In this regards inter-regional cooperation can help to help us see the Euro centred approach that even though living and working in Balkans, we still tend to have. Having your opinion challenged by someone living and working in a different environment is helping everyone develop their intercultural competences. Before approaching a discussion we need to reflect on how to move from Euro-centred to Society-centred approach so that the outcomes can work for everyone on different levels.

The main benefit of cross-regional cooperation is the variety of partners and ideas, which leads to many fruitful discussions. It is important to give enough space for reflection and intercultural exchange in such a diverse setting. However, in order not to leave the actual topic of the project aside, it is good to agree some time in the programme for this purpose. “Open space” methodology for example is a good way to bridge the participants’ needs to explore the cross-regional diversity.
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A cross-regional setting provides a unique and innovative space for intercultural learning. It is often hard to imagine the outcomes of a value-based discussion following for in such a group. The big cultural diversity encourages the re-evaluation of one’s values and personal experience. This greatly contributes to developing one’s intercultural competences and understanding of identity and values. 

Considerations and risks

A cross-regional project requires sound preparation and a strong emphasis on clear communication. Sometimes it is difficult to understand questions that might seem logical to the organiser. For example, some of the financial rules of the Youth in Action Programme might require further clarification.

People in South East Europe often demonstrate against the visa regime of the European Union. Now since the “Schengen wall” has fallen for four countries of South East Europe, another wall has been created. A Macedonian visa is in many countries harder to get than a Schengen visa, due to the fact that there are only few Macedonian embassies in the Eastern European and Caucasus and Euro-Mediterranean regions. Also other difficulties may arise. Our Palestinian participant was for example denied entry to Israel to apply for a visa. A good idea can be to contact the “Helpdesk” of the Education, Audiovisual & Culture Executive Agency well in advance to inquire about possibilities to get support. Also it is good to explore well in advance your national legislation concerning visas for foreign citizens.

Sometimes Youth in Action projects are mistakenly advertised as a possibility to visit a certain country. This does not only concern cross-regional projects, but it might be more likely in this context. If the partner organisations’ expectations do not meet in the beginning, the follow-up of the project and further cooperation is even more challenging.

One specific problem can occur in cross-regional projects concerning the language. It often happens that groups from former Yugoslavia communicate in Serbian / Croatian and Bosnian; the former Soviet countries prefer to communicate in Russian and the Mediterranean groups in Arabic. This happens also within the countries of the European Union sharing the same language. This has a positive and negative effect. Obviously, the negative consequence is that the communication within the whole group is blocked. On the other hand, some participants may benefit from the possibility to communicate in their local language, allowing them to be more active. A compromise can be to use languages other than English in some smaller working groups. The outcomes of those working groups can be summarized and presented in English to the whole group. 
Follow-up and networking

For those interested in cross-regional cooperation, the already existing networks in the regions can be a fruitful resource for finding new partners. A lot of these organisations are also members of the European Youth Forum. For the Center for Intercultural Dialogue the branches of SCI International and YEU International in many different countries were a starting point in establishing cooperation with other regions. 

When planning the follow-up within the Youth in Action Programme it is important to take into consideration the limitations that partners from the Neighbouring Partner regions have in taking part in the Programme. However, the tasks between the partners can be divided in a different way, for example so that the partner based in a Neighbouring Partner region hosts the activity and the partner from the Programme Country coordinates the project. Also other Programmes can be taken advantage of by newly developed cross-regional networks.

Cross-regional cooperation provides a unique opportunity for innovative organisational development and competence building for organisations from South East Europe. The experience can be taken advantage of also when in the future the countries of South East Europe might have the full access to the Programme. Personally, I believe that many organisations from South East Europe already have wide networks and a variety of partners in the European Union. In the frame of future accession, cooperation with the neighbours is extremely important.
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