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Going the extra mile in promotion of the Youth in Action programme in Serbia
By Srđan Mitrović, Grupa “Hajde da…”, Belgrade, Serbia, contact: srdjan@hajde.org.rs
Looking back, the past three years have shown us that sometimes you are highly rewarded for the efforts you are putting into a particular cause. These past years were outstanding for all the promoters of Youth in Action Programme in Serbia, lead by Grupa “Hajde da…” (Let’s…) and Educational Centre Krusevac, in their role of Youth in Action Contact Points. This article is our attempt to share related experiences with you, and maybe even to inspire you to take up similar activities in your country. 

Group „Let’s…“ as Youth in Action Contact Point

In August 2005, the SALTO South East Europe Resource Centre, together with the European Commission, officially accredited “Let’s…” Group to be one of the Contact Points for the European Union’s YOUTH programme in Serbia. Since then our role has been to increase the visibility and availability of the Programme to all youngsters and youth NGOs in our country. Therefore, we have been consulting, informing, training numerous organizations in Serbia, as well as promoting the Programme.

In March 2008, “Hajde da…” Group was re-elected as Contact Point for the EU’s new Youth in Action programme, along with Educational Centre Krusevac and, in 2010, BalkanIDEA Novi Sad.

Decisions, decisions…

Our first step was to decide on how wide our approach should be, which individuals, institutions and organizations we should include in the process of promoting the YiA Programme in our country. The decision for us was easy to make: we decided to allow for a maximum involvement of the newly founded Ministry of Youth and Sports, as well as NGOs, experts from Serbia (trainers, managers, EVS accreditors, SALTO experts…) and local governments and their Youth Offices. We simply did not want ownership over the initiative of being Contact Points, and we also acknowledged the expertise and resources that other stakeholders in Serbia had in relation to the Programme. Moreover, we decided to include organizations that did not have prior experiences with the Programme and to equip them with knowledge about the Programme and skills on how to promote it.  

Although we feared that the aforementioned decision might lead to creating a too big and complex system of promotion of Youth in Action in Serbia, and that we were risking not to be able to handle it in the future, this wide participation system later proved to be a wise decision with many more benefits then shortcomings. 

Approach and participation

We approached each of the stakeholders in a specific way, striving to acknowledge their roles and expertise, and to decentralize the process of promotion of the Programme in Serbia as much as possible. The decentralization was one of key priorities of our work, because most of the prior Programme users were concentrated in Serbia’s capital, and very few other bigger cities or regional centres. 

Our partners - those without whom we would not have been able to reach the accomplishments that we now refer to as “good practice” - are: 
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Ministry of Youth and Sports of the Republic of Serbia: In 2007 the new Ministry was founded. This was the first ministry in Serbia dealing with youth. From the very beginning, the Ministry recognised the expertise and grassroots approach of the civil sector in Serbia, thus establishing a highly proactive approach towards NGOs. Consequently, real partnership was formed, and the creation and implementation of the National Youth Strategy was on the way! 

Soon after getting acquainted with our work and the Youth in Action programme itself, the Ministry recognized its importance in terms of supporting mobility and non-formal education of young people; they also realised how significant the Programme could be in terms of the financial support that it could provide for youth NGOs and newly established institutions within local governments in Serbia, called Youth Offices. The Ministry also became acquainted with the work of the Contact Points, which was followed by opening a special competition for financial support for the promotion of the EU programmes in Serbia, thus becoming the key partner of the Contact Points in Serbia (more info about the Ministry can be found at www.mos.gov.rs ).

Experts from Serbia: One of the advantages of working in Serbia within the Youth in Action Programme, is the large number of local practitioners and experts we have (ranging from international trainers to youth leaders), with their diverse experiences in the Programme. Therefore, it was natural for us to gather these experts together, establishing the “Youth in Action Trainers Team – Serbia“. This team, numbering 12 trainers, is the first team of this kind established in Serbia with a key role in designing and delivering the local and national training programs, aimed at equipping local organisations and Youth Offices with tools and knowledge for use the Programme. More information about the trainers team can be found at: www.mladiuakciji.rs/profili_trenera.php (available in Serbian language). 

Local NGOs and Youth Offices with prior experience in Youth in Action Programme: It was clear to us that NGOs and local governments from Serbia which had some level of prior experience with the Programme would need to be motivated and supported in becoming active promoters of the Programme, rather than remain on the level of mere users of the Programme.  In order to achieve this, it was decided to establish a team of local multipliers for the Youth in Action Programme from Serbia. We provided trainings and support to them in order to become local resource persons for training and promotional activities, in their local communities, ranging from big cities in central Serbia, to small communities (with less than 10.000 inhabitants).  
The cause…

With our initiative, we wanted to tackle several issues that we identified in 2008 as key obstacles to the implementation of the Programme in Serbia:

· The users of the Programme are centralized in big cities!

· The majority of focal NGOs, youth groups or Youth Offices in Serbia do not have the capacity to develop a project proposal for the Youth in Action Programme!

· Information about the Programme is not widely available in Serbian language, and is not attractively presented!

· There is/are no permanent info-point/s, which could provide advice and guidance in the application process! 

The effect…
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Web site www.mladiuakciji.rs: In January 2009 we created a web site that provided information about the Youth in Action Programme in local language (Serbian). This is the first web site in Serbian language that promotes the Programme; it aims to give information about the Programme to a non-English speaking target group, and to present ways, databases and links for finding partner organizations for projects submitted within the Youth in Action Programme. As of its launching, the site was visited by over 17.000 organisations and individuals; more than 600 organisations, Youth Offices and individuals have registered on the web site to receive our electronic newsletter. 

During the first National Training of YiA Multipliers, which was held from 8th to 14th March 2009, we educated 28 representatives of youth NGOs and Youth Offices coming from small and big local communities in Serbia. One of the main outcomes of this training was a pool of multipliers that helped us to implement further training and promotional activities on local level. This was the first time this kind of training was organized in Serbia 
Local trainings about Youth in Action: In order to increase the knowledge and capacities of local NGOs and Youth Offices in Youth in Action and for starting to develop international partnerships we have held more than 20 trainings, each lasting for two to three days, and trained over 350 representatives of local NGOs, Youth Offices, local institutions and local governments. The courses were implemented in more than 15 locations in Serbia, in big regional centers as well as local communities located in rural areas. The courses were delivered by pairs of facilitators; each pair was composed of one expert-trainer from “Youth in Action Trainers Team – Serbia“  and one of the 28 multipliers who had been educated during the Multipliers Training.
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Training Course on Project Management within Youth in Action: In the period between 2007 and 2010, the number of sent and approved projects from Serbia and from Montenegro submitted to the EACEA
 has risen by several times. Consequently, we decided to hold a capacity building training that had the aim to empower participants from especially newcomer organizations that had applied for and/or received funding from the YiA Programme, to develop their attitudes, skills and knowledge to run and manage projects in international and intercultural environments. The training was organised in 2010 in partnership with the YiA Contact Point for Montenegro, ADP – Zid, and involved 25 organisations from the two countries.

Public events in which we promoted the YiA Programme: We participated in different public events such as music festivals (EXIT), Day of Europe, local campaigns and local sport tournaments, where we distributed Programme materials. In this way we informed over 8.000 young people all over Serbia 

Info centre: In order to establish a permanent place where we could offer face to face information and advice to Youth in Action project applicants, we established in 2008 a small Info centre as  part of the „Hajde da…“ office. Info centre provides information though email, phone and meetings and answers questions such as: questions about the application process and how to complete different parts of the application form, questions about partner finding, criteria for EVS sending and hosting, the EVS accreditation process etc. Info centre works every day from 10.00 to 16.00 hrs.
Other events: Our team has participated in dozens of events organised by NGOs, national and local governments, such as conferences, meetings, seminars, or media appearances, where we have offered specific information and/or advice and/or training regarding the planning, preparation or implementation of Youth in Action projects. Participation in these events proved very useful because we gave a “teaser” about the YiA programme to a large number of young people and invited them to explore the Programme further.

The next steps…

With support from our two main donors, SALTO SEE and the Ministry of Youth and Sport of Serbia, our next steps in 2011 will be to continue to build the capacity of newcomers to the Programme through project management trainings and mentorship programs and to train new youth organisations and Youth Offices on how to use the opportunities of the Programme. Additionally, we are searching for donors that will to support a research on visibility of the Programme in Serbia. As an organization, we are also very enthusiastic about supporting the creation of a future National Agency for the Programme in Serbia. 
Conclusion

By any standards, the activities of the Contact Points in Serbia during 2008 - 2010 were an all-out success! Besides breaking new grounds for newcomers from Serbia, who for the first time started to use the Programme, we have established a local network of multipliers and experts for the Programme, which is a permanent resource on the local level in Serbia. 

[image: image6.jpg]


On the organisational level, we have learned a valuable lesson: in order to succeed in our capacity building and information work, our activities must be open as much as possible for different local stakeholders. Although in certain phases of this process we have had up to 100 people involved in the implementation of project activities, and the wider participation process appeared to be rather time-consuming, in some cases frustrating and difficult to manage, its impact was remarkable! We share the success with our partners, and success was only possible thanks to the fact that the different stakeholders involved in the project felt ownership over the initiative.  And when you feel ownership over something, you are ready to “go an extra mile”!

10 years of Group Let’s… in Serbia

 Grupa “Hajde da…” (“Let’s...” Group) was founded and officially registered in 1999 and operates out of the strong need of its members to be proactive in the society and time they live in. Our VISION is a society fully respecting human dignity and supporting the development of free, responsible and active individuals. 

Group Let’s… has celebrated 10 years of its work in the areas of human rights education, intercultural learning, active citizenship, capacity building and inclusive theatre. We invite you to get familiar with our work by visiting our web site www.hajdeda.org.rs.
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