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Accreditation of Organizations for EVS in South East Europe

By Dragan Atanasov, CreACTive, Skopje, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, contact: atanasov@cre-act-ive.org
What role does accreditation play in SEE? What information does it gives us about the situation of EVS promoters in this region? Dragan Atanasov has worked as accreditor for SALTO SEE for several years. Here, he offers an inside perspective of the process of accreditation of EVS promoters in SEE, the successes achieved and the remaining challenges to be overcome. 
Accreditation of EVS sending, host and coordinating organizations in South East Europe is a truly unique process. There are a few reasons for this. First of all, South East Europe is the first Neighbouring Partner Region of the Youth in Action Programme where accreditation for EVS was introduced. Second, the SEE countries have up to now been the only ones that follow a regional approach in the accreditation process, with SALTO SEE being responsible for it
. Third, the accreditation process in SEE is implemented by a unique blend of accreditors from the region and from the rest of Europe. This makes EVS accreditation in the region quite challenging, but also an exciting and enriching process, which brings together great experiences and diverse points of view on EVS from the entire Europe. The situation is furthermore specific as there are no National Agencies to support the accredited organizations in the SEE countries.

Having been an EVS accreditor for three years already, today I can say that the accreditation process in the region turned out to be much more than just a way to assess and accredit organizations; it has actually become an important tool for providing support to the EVS actors in SEE. And my personal belief is that this support has played an important role in raising the quality of EVS projects in the region.

Achievements and Successes

Not that EVS projects were bad before accreditation started. EVS projects in SEE are not worse than EVS projects in the rest of Europe. Naturally, organizations in different countries meet specific working conditions; they function in different ways and thus their EVS projects differ as well. The reality in South East Europe is that there are still no functional National Agencies for the Youth in Action Programme, there are no structured systems for providing information regarding EVS, and training courses offered within the Programme, such as the SOHO courses
, are not available for most of the organizations. When accreditation in the region was introduced in 2006, SALTO SEE had to deal with a large number of interested organizations from several different countries, without having many mechanisms for supporting those organizations and securing the quality of EVS projects beyond the level of accreditation itself. 
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The solution was to create a process of accreditation that had two main, equally important elements: assessing the quality of the applied Expressions of Interest; and providing advice and support to the applicant organizations. It is of significant importance that organizations from SEE started to understand that accreditation was much more than just a formal process in which they were evaluated and graded by someone “above them”. Nowadays both accreditors and organizations understand accreditation as a process which offers an opportunity for providing correct information, clarifying questions, strengthening projects’ weak points and supporting the organizations’ work in more general terms.

As a result, over these last years, organizations from SEE developed not only their understanding of the concept of EVS, but also their capacities for sending and hosting EVS volunteers.

Compared to few years ago, organizations now are taking a more structured approach towards sending and hosting EVS volunteers. While some aspects were left to chance and decided ad hoc according to upcoming situations in the past, nowadays most organizations offer reliable support structures, detailed project activities, and long-term consistent solutions regarding project-related practical issues (accommodation, food and similar). The EVS volunteers are not seen any more as “experts who will come to develop the organization”, or as young people who “should first come and then the organization will find some work for them”. Instead, the organizations are developing meaningful EVS projects that directly involve the local community and provide an opportunity for the young people to make a real impact with their work. Project activities vary from implementing workshops in schools, working in youth centers, preparing youth magazines to organizing various festivals, conferences and other youth gatherings. It is particularly visible that more and more organizations are developing activities together with local public institutions, which involve the EVS volunteers in their every-day work. These partnerships ensure that the volunteers’ service brings an intercultural and European dimension to current projects that are of importance for the local community. In this way the projects achieve goals that are more compatible to the objectives and priorities of the Youth in Action Programme.

In addition to this, most organizations decided to focus on quality instead of quantity, overcoming the idea that the more volunteers are hosted the more successful is the project. Making a realistic estimation of their own capacities and abilities, organizations started limiting themselves to a certain number of volunteers that they host at a time. SALTO has been encouraging this approach and is monitoring if the number of volunteers hosted by accredited organizations is in line with their capacities. This brought new quality elements in the EVS projects in SEE, as organizations are now better able to provide volunteers with the necessary support and guidance during the service. More and more volunteers leaving the region receive pre-departure support by their sending organizations; and many hosted volunteers have the opportunity to cooperate with mentors and EVS coordinators, as well as with other local volunteers in their hosting organizations. 

Remaining Challenges

Still, like in other European countries, organizations in SEE have to make stronger efforts  during the remaining half of the Youth in Action Programme to further raise the quality of their EVS projects. While the practical aspects of EVS have already greatly improved, organizations still have to work on the content part of their projects. In the SEE region there are still cases in which volunteers have appropriate living conditions, a great language course and working environment – but no real project activities. One of the greatest challenges in the upcoming period will be to avoid that organisations host volunteers just for the sake of implementing EVS projects. Organizations from SEE have to find the right balance between the concrete needs of their local communities and the learning needs of the EVS volunteers; and to transfer this balance into projects appropriate for funding under the Youth in Action Programme.  

The greatest challenge for EVS actors in SEE in the upcoming years, however, might well be the aspect of learning in EVS, which includes the process of preparing Youthpass. Recently, host organizations and particularly their EVS mentors received the additional task to follow and support their EVS volunteers’ learning process, and to provide assistance in the preparation of Youthpass. Up to now, most mentors in the region did not work on the aspect of learning in EVS with their volunteers, and a great number of them never received any training in this field. SALTO SEE and some National Agencies have addressed this situation by organizing some training activities for the EVS host organizations in the region; supporting participants from SEE in SOHO training courses; and offering advices and information online. But naturally, this support has been too limited to reach everyone.

Therefore, clearly, here is one more task for the EVS accreditors: to provide support regarding learning in EVS during the accreditation meetings. To be successful, SALTO SEE and the accreditors rely on the cooperation of the applicant organizations. If they too approach the process of accreditation as a mechanism that is there to help them improve their (planned) EVS projects, if they join the process with motivation to deliver high quality work, if they perceive the accreditors’ remarks not as threats but challenges, and if they invest more time, energy and resources into their future work, then even greater “success stories” will be visible soon.
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� As of 2011, accreditation has also been introduced in the countries belonging to the Neighbouring Partner Region of Eastern Europe and Caucasus. It is coordinated by SALTO EECA. More information: � HYPERLINK "http://www.salto-youth.net/rc/eeca/evs-eeca/" �http://www.salto-youth.net/rc/eeca/evs-eeca/� 


� SOHO training courses are European-level training courses for support people in EVS Sending Organisations and Host Organisations, such as mentors or supervisors. These and other training courses on EVS are regularly organised by the Youth in Action Programme. The applications received from SEE for these trainings by far outweigh the places available. More information: � HYPERLINK "http://www.salto-youth.net/rc/training-and-cooperation/nanetworktcs/" �http://www.salto-youth.net/rc/training-and-cooperation/nanetworktcs/� 
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