[image: image1.jpg]




“Why Kosovo?”

By Ellen Frank, Environmentally Responsible Action (ERA) group, Peja, Republic of Kosovo,contact: ellen.frank@gmail.com
Ellen Frank, a young youth worker that came to work as a volunteer to Kosovo six years ago, is giving us her experiences in overcoming difficult conditions and building up a network with a bright future in a country as young as Kosovo. 

“Why Kosovo?” I can’t tell you how many times people have asked me this question. Whether it was by accident, by choice, or simply because; I first came to Kosovo as a volunteer. Leaving my home and family behind, I packed my bags and made my first international trip. I was only 20 years old. It was a trip that changed my life, and one that I will remember forever. Now more than seven years later, I am working with a local NGO – Environmentally Responsible Action (ERA) group – and facilitating volunteering opportunities for European youth through the Youth in Action program...and still in Kosovo.
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When I first heard about the Youth in Action program, I was shocked. I couldn’t believe it. “The European Commission is investing how much in youth activities??” To some this may not be quite as big of a shock as it was to me, but at that time investing in youth was not a priority of the international aid organizations or local government in Kosovo. It seemed that they were more interested in reconstruction, democracy-building, and inter-ethnic relations after the war. The youth were the last priority, only receiving 0.01% of the total budget being spent in Kosovo. So you can see why I was excited to realize that there was a new opportunity to finally get some of our youth environmental education programs the funding they deserved.

Working in Kosovo, I have been the first contact for many internationals, both young and old, when they arrive. I always ask them to first just look around, and to tell me what they see. If you look beyond the constant construction of new buildings and beyond the garbage in the streets, you see a country full of youth and a country full of the hopes and dreams that come with being young. Due to this observation, I am not surprised by the chosen slogan for the Kosovo advertisement being shown on BBC and CNN: Kosovo, the Young Europeans. True to this slogan, Kosovo is a country with almost 70% of the population under 30 years of age. I also give this same statistic when people question how it is that an environmental organization is running primarily youth programs. It is simple, look at the demographics; if we want sustainable environmental choices in Kosovo’s future, invest in youth; they are the future. [image: image2.jpg]



A challenge of working in Kosovo is the lack of open communication channels and a lack of sharing of information. Blame it on the lack of electricity, on busy schedules, on transitioning society; but at the end of the day, it still remains that it is difficult to receive information, especially when you are located outside of the capital. So until my organization ERA group was asked to join the project “youthNET-Creative Partnerships with SEE” facilitated by Interkulturelles Zentrum, we had never heard of Youth in Action or its predecessor YOUTH. Thanks to this great capacity building and networking project, we were able to successfully find partners and develop projects in the framework of Youth in Action. And with support from partners, we were able to be successfully accredited to send, host and coordinate volunteers; as well as successfully implementing youth exchanges, such as “Learn and Explore the Balkans Outdoors”. In addition to youthNET, we have found much support from SALTO itself through the provision of SOHO trainings and Contact Making Seminars, all opportunities that we have taken advantage of.

The more opportunities we are able to provide for the youth of Kosovo, the more we see that even more of such opportunities are desperately needed at this time. We have been successful in our endeavors thus far, but still the number of youth we can reach is limited. The bottom line: we need more local partners in Kosovo who are using and familiar with Youth in Action, so there can be others, in addition to us, providing opportunities for youth in different regions of Kosovo. 

Up until this past year, my organization ERA group was the only accredited organization in Kosovo for EVS. That meant that any European youth who wanted to come to Kosovo for EVS had to come through my organization. And trust me this was not something to be proud of, because unfortunately, as much as we wanted to be able to provide opportunities for everyone, we simply couldn’t. We were able to successfully accept 5 volunteers as part of a Group EVS titled “Balkan Peace Park: Environment Connecting Youth across Borders” last summer and one long-term volunteer this year, but that is only 6 out of the almost 100 who had sent us emails expressing their interest and asking about vacancies in our programs.

But in the last year, great strides regarding EVS have been made in Kosovo. It began first with a study visit of SALTO staff to Kosovo, where they found a network of World Bank supported youth centers existing. Using this network as a foundation to promote EVS in Kosovo, a workshop was held last summer for the youth centers about EVS and tips were given on writing an EI. As the only current accredited organization and as the most active user of the Youth in Action program, I was asked to speak on behalf of my organization. Since that time I have been in touch with many of the organizations, and supported them in the process of accreditation. I am happy to report at the time of writing, we are no longer the only accredited organization in Kosovo (Congratulations Youth Center Future of Klina in sending their first volunteer!), and there are 4 other newly accredited organizations in Kosovo!

It’s absolutely fascinating! This is such a great success in promoting the use of the Youth in Action program in Kosovo! I am very proud to have been a factor in the success. Unfortunately however, due to Kosovo’s disputed independence and its consequent uncertain political status in Europe, some technical challenges have been presented when promoting this great success to others. As a result of the technical setup of the database of accredited organizations, I believe we are not able to properly promote this success. At first glance, it is not even clearly evident that there are any accredited organizations in Kosovo, never mind a great increase in new ones. It is only possible to find accredited organizations existing in Kosovo by looking under the country listing of Serbia. Once these are found, there is no differentiation to show which accreditations correspond to organizations existing in Kosovo. While this is a technical challenge, it’s a challenge that solidifies barriers nevertheless.
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Kosovo is in the process of overcoming its past hardships, and many organizations are currently reaching out to youth as the hope for the future. We must continue to foster support and provide learning services such as EVS for the youth of Kosovo. And for this, the previously mentioned technical challenge needs to be mentioned, because Kosovo is an important part of the identity of many organizations, as well as an important part of the identity of youth living here. And it’s extremely imperative to identify our successes within EVS in Southeastern Europe. Having EVS accreditation is an honor and importance for organizations working with youth in Kosovo, but within the current organization of the database there is no room to show this. I am motivated to continue with our success by overcoming these challenges and by developing paths for moving forward into the second half of the life of Youth in Action. I am excited for more youth to have the opportunity to participate in this program and therefore learn more about this unique country and themselves.

So this brings us back to the first question posed  in the article: “Why Kosovo?” well…surrounded on all sides by mountains, in cities and villages full of youth, with countless opportunities to initiate an idea or action…I guess the answer should be, “Why not?”
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