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European Voluntary Service in South East Europe

An overview by Mateja Trpin (for SALTO SEE) 

Contact: mateja.trpin@gmail.com, jana.gruden@mva.si
EVS, the European Voluntary Service has been one of the cornerstones of the European Youth programmes since their beginnings. It offers a unique possibility of mobility that not only provides educational experience to its users but also gives them a glimpse of what living and working in another country is like. Unlike in the European Union where there are plenty of opportunities for mobility, in South East Europe (SEE) EVS presents one of the few options for young people to go out and explore themselves and new environments, challenge themselves and make diverse intercultural experiences.
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Volunteers from SEE going to the EU, and the other way around, have taken part in the EVS programme since its beginnings. But over the years their numbers have grown. There are more and more young people in the region that are becoming familiar with the Programme and what it offers. They find it an important experience for both their personal and further professional life. On the other hand, with the young people from the EU the region of SEE is growing in popularity. It represents a different culture which is intriguing and worth exploring, different and nevertheless quite close to home. Currently, annually about 150 young people from EU countries volunteer in SEE, and over 100 EVS volunteers from SEE go to a country of the EU for a European Voluntary Service project. 
With the increase in the number of people taking part in the Programme, it was recognised that quality setting procedures should also be implemented in the region in order to assure both sent and hosted volunteers the best possible support. With this in mind there were two procedures that were introduced and implemented by SALTO SEE. 

First, in 2006 SALTO SEE started with the accreditation procedure of organisations that wished to act as promoters in the EVS. Since 2006, the accreditation procedure has developed, and there are 50 – 55 newly accredited organisations per year. The accreditation procedure in SEE has been formed as a supportive tool as much as it has been an assessment of minimum standards for EVS of the organisation. Through the accreditation process organisations in many cases also obtain knowledge of the Youth in Action (YIA) programme and the possibilities it offers also in fields other than EVS. A pool of experts in the field of youth acting as accreditors was established by SALTO SEE bringing together professionals from SEE and European Union countries. 
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Meeting of EVS trainers and accreditors working with SALTO SEE, March 2010
The second quality measure that has been set up by the YIA programme is the evaluation and training cycle for the volunteers. In 2007, the European Commission gave the responsibility to implement the trainings in SEE to SALTO SEE. Before, the trainings were provided by organisations and were inconsistent and did not reach all the volunteers in the region. With the new system set in place the whole training cycle became more coherent, and it assured that the training is implemented in accordance with the minimum standards defined by the European Commission. 
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Meeting of EVS trainers and accreditors working with SALTO SEE, March 2010
Since then the trainings have been held in different countries of the region bringing together all the EVS volunteers in the region. In this way the volunteers do not only acquire all the necessary information and tools they need during their service but also establish networks amongst them in the region. As a side effect, the regional dimension of the trainings has also encouraged the mobility of young people within the region. Different sessions within the training cycle cover the topics that are of concern to volunteers at different stages of their service.
In order to provide the highest quality of support to both organisations and volunteers SALTO SEE gradually developed different systems for implementation of both trainings and accreditations. For this purpose SALTO SEE is regularly amending the guidelines of the processes and is about to develop a whole new set of guidelines for both accreditation procedure and trainings.
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During the past years, organisations in SEE have developed new and interesting projects that provide quality activities for the interested volunteers. Despite somewhat less opportunities, they can now show the fruits of their labour and can stand at the same quality levels as other youth organisations around Europe. Many organisations in SEE have recognised the value of receiving foreign volunteers and the impact it has on the organisations themselves and their communities, and in a lot of cases they have influenced with their good practices the further spread of the Programme involving new organisations.
Rich experiences are not only in the grasp of the organisations but also of the volunteers. The stories and experiences that are told by volunteers coming to the SEE region as well as those leaving it are exciting, adventurous and filled with new knowledge and new friends. However, they see EVS not only as an adventure in a particular part of their lives, but rather as a life experience from which they will learn for their future. Therefore assuring the quality of the projects and the supportive mechanisms is and will remain a particularly important part of our work.
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