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EVS Volunteer Training in the Balkans: Peeling the Onion of Culture

By Dejan Acanski, center for non-formal education and lifelong learning, Novi Sad, Serbia, contact: panonski@gmail.com
In his article, Dejan Acanski, member of the SALTO SEE trainers’ pool for the EVS volunteer training cycle in SEE, describes his perspective of the experiences and impact of EVS volunteers in SEE and the support provided by training sessions held in the Balkans.

Last year, a French EVS volunteer was telling me about the reaction of his friends back home when he announced he was going to spend a year in Montenegro. One of them earnestly asked him: “But, why go to Africa?”

As I ping-ponged between Sarajevo and Ohrid over the past two years of working in EVS trainings in the Balkans I have often heard similar stories from the volunteers who come to our region. They are being asked constantly by their friends and families “Why go there?”  While there is probably a list of reasons, if there is one person who can be blamed for this, it is Goran Bregović, the famous Balkan musician living in France. This is the most often mentioned name, sometimes coupled with Kusturica, the world renowned film director from the Balkans. There is something in their music and films that young people across Europe find irresistibly inviting. The brass bands in modern arrangements can be likened to sirens luring adventurers onto their islands (or, in this case, a peninsula) with their enchanting songs. Volunteers who “crash” on the shores of the Balkans often appear to have already fallen in love with it. They find the local way of life, local food and customs, local standards in communication, unnerving and mesmerizing at the same time. 
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It would be unfair to generalize, but if we were to paint a rough picture of a typical EVS volunteer in the Balkans, we could say that (apart from being a Bregović/Kusturica fan), he or she is characterized by an adventurous spirit and driven by desire to discover the Balkans, whatever it is. In trainings, we always ask the EVS volunteers what they want to learn during their stay here. The answers often revolve around “I want to learn as much as I can about the culture here” or “whatever I can get”. It seems that they come to the Balkans willing to learn, but without a precise idea what exactly it is they want to learn. They do have some general sense of mission, they are aware that they are here to do a service and to learn, but they are also curious to explore all the sidetracks and challenges offered to them during their EVS stay here. 

Experiencing EVS: intercultural challenges and impact

The challenges are plenty, starting from the attitude commonly identified as “polako, polako” (“take it easy, relax”). It is telling that this is among the first phrases the volunteers learn in the local language – obviously they hear it a lot. This attitude has been often marked as frustrating, but also amusing and even enjoyable by some of the volunteers. There are layers of culture to be discovered behind this simple phrase: the working habits, the perception of time, the understanding of volunteer positions and work, the socially appropriate style of communication, etc. Most volunteers appreciate the opportunity to “peel the onion of culture”, even if this peeling makes them “cry”, i.e. even if they do not appreciate all of its aspects. One of the major competences they reach in this process is tolerance towards different work and lifestyles and this is a visible common trait of the EVS volunteers already by the mid-term evaluation meeting.  They might complain about certain aspects of the hosting culture, but they nevertheless learn to live and fit into it. 

Apart from general cultural issues, the majority of conflicts the EVS volunteers go through are related to the expectations from their work. Volunteers expect to have a sound structure in and around their work and to be engaged in tasks that will be meaningful both to them and the community. However, it is exactly structure that is often lacking in local youth organizations. There is no coherent task sharing and very little or no organized communication. Projects get submitted, implemented or cancelled based on the current funding opportunities rather than on some strategic approach and everybody seems to do whatever is the most urgent or the most interesting at the moment. To the volunteer this may seem as a complete chaos in which it is impossible to find a place for yourself. On the other hand, the hosting organizations expect the volunteers to be flexible and to understand the specific (and often unfavourable) conditions they operate in, to be able fit into their working culture and play along. In most cases, through a more or less frustrating process, organizations and the volunteers manage to come to a mutually agreeable working solution. Volunteers invest energy to adapt to the local customs and the organizations invest some additional effort to accommodate the requests of the volunteers.
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The EVS projects vary in quality and sometimes volunteers end up with tasks that have no apparent value to the community. In mid-term evaluation meetings we are sometimes confronted with a disheartened statement “I feel I am leaving absolutely no trace in the hosting community”. While there is definitely a need to look more closely into the purposefulness of some projects, the statement itself is never true. The informal contacts the volunteers make with the hosting community amount to a lot, especially in smaller towns and rural communities. They feel honoured that the volunteer has chosen their town from all the places in Europe and flattered by the volunteer’s shy attempts at speaking the local language. They often perceive the volunteers as the ambassadors of their countries (or even the EU in general). Instead of referring to them by their names, they call them “Francuskinja” (“The French girl”) or “Nemac” (“The German”), which is by no means offending – it just shows how much the volunteers stand out in the hosting communities. 

Most young people from the Balkans have never travelled abroad and their concepts of what is “out there” are based on the information they get through the TV or the old stories of their parents who once visited some of the European countries. The most effective way of breaking down prejudices and stereotypes that are created in this way is actually meeting foreign people. This is where EVS volunteers do a very important job, regardless of the quality of their projects. They are often the first foreigners the local young people get to meet and the relationships they build up contribute greatly to the intercultural learning and intercultural competencies of the young locals. 

Training sessions for EVS volunteers in SEE

This impact is one of the things we try to make the volunteers aware of during the on-arrival training courses and the mid-term evaluation meetings. These two events are the only occasions in which trainers have direct contact with the volunteers. They provide a chance for the EVS volunteers to step out of their everyday surroundings and take a fresh look at their EVS lives. In the cycle of experiential learning there are four steps – experience, reflection, abstraction and application. For most EVS volunteers, the reflection is the least prominent step, as they are engaged in new experiences and challenges day after day. These meetings provide a chance to do the much needed reflecting, to digest and sum up experiences so far, in order to be able to make most of your learning process and prepare yourself to absorb even more when you return to the hosting community. 

On the educational level, the on-arrival training course tries to give the volunteers the main knowledge and tools for dealing with all aspects of their EVS. Developing a training course that would be equally valuable to all is practically impossible because of diverse EVS training policies in different countries. Before arriving to the hosting communities, some volunteers receive little or no pre-departure training, while others have elaborate sessions on intercultural learning, rights and responsibilities, conflict transformation, etc. One realistic goal for the on-arrival training is to ensure that all volunteers are equipped with the necessary basic knowledge about EVS and acquainted with the related concepts. Another goal, very much valued by the volunteers, and common to on-arrival and mid-term meeting, is networking between the volunteers themselves. They cherish the opportunity to build up relationships and share their situations and experiences.

Through these two meetings we get to hear the volunteers’ side of the story and see that the clash between their expectations and the realities of their projects can sometimes be quite harsh. What is missing in order to hear the other side and to increase the quality of the EVS projects are regular trainings for hosting organizations and especially the mentors. The on-arrival and mid-term meetings take up only a week in the life of an EVS volunteer and the responsibility for their learning is still shared between the volunteer, the hosting organization and the mentor. With adequate education for mentors and organizations, it would be a lot easier for all the actors to find a common understanding of EVS and to create a learning service that will be even more meaningful and enjoyable for everyone involved.
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